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MEMORANDUM 
 

Memo No. 15-189 
TO: Trustees 
 Student Trustees 
 
FROM: Jennifer Adams, Director of Education and Secretary of the Board 
 
DATE: 18 December 2015 

RE: Proposed Changes to French as a Second Language Instruction in 
Kindergarten and Primary EFI – Research Brief 

 

 

Last week, trustees received Memo No. 15-185 providing information regarding options 
to the proposed revised changes to French as a Second Language (FSL) instruction in 
kindergarten and primary EFI.  Staffing and financial implications were highlighted; 
pedagogical and equity issues had been addressed through reports to Committee of the 
Whole. 
 
The memo also explained that pedagogical and equity aspects of each of the revised 
recommendations would be provided in a research brief that would be shared with 
trustees and posted to the District website. 
 
Please find attached the research brief.  If you have any questions, please feel free to 
contact Manager of Quality Assurance Joan Oracheski (joan.oracheski@ocdsb.ca, 
telephone number 613-596-8211, extension 8285, or Superintendents Susan 
MacDonald and Nadia Towaij. 
 
 
cc:  Senior Staff 
 Joan Oracheski 
 Monica Ceschia 
 Corporate Records 
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RESEARCH BRIEF: OCDSB Proposed Changes to FSL in Kindergarten and Primary EFI 

Purpose 

The goal of this brief is to address questions raised in response to the OCDSB’s proposed 
changes to the elementary FSL program. Specific attention/focus was given to the three 
indicators of quality FSL programs as described by Canadian Parents for French (November, 
2015): intensity of French instruction; early introduction of French instruction; and, the amount 
of instructional time in French. Focus was also given to French proficiency outcomes and 
access/equity to FSL programs. This information draws on and supplements the information 
contained in the Final Report – Review of French as a Second Language Programs, 
Elementary Phase (OCDSB, 2007) as well as the two reports that were presented to 
Committee of the Whole on 21 September and 17 November 2015. 

Methodology 

Staff in Quality Assurance has: 

(1) conducted a fulsome review of the FSL literature in 2007, as part of the elementary phase 
of the FSL Review; 

(2) gathered information/research that is relevant to elementary French Immersion 
instruction, with a focus on optimal L2 instructional time/intensity and proficiency 
outcomes; and 

(3) conducted an environmental scan to identify other Ontario school districts that offer Early 
French Immersion programs with less than 100% French instructional time. 

Review of Research. Research was accessed using a variety of databases and search 
engines (e.g., Education Research Information Centre – ERIC, Google Scholar, American 
Psychological Association’s PsycNET, etc.). For purposes of this research brief, applicable 
references from the elementary phase of the FSL Review have been included, as well as a 
sampling of the research published since 2007.  

Environmental Scan. Of the 60 English-language school districts in Ontario, 53 offered an 
elementary French immersion program in at least one of its elementary schools in 2014-2015 
(Canadian Parents for French, no date). Board websites for all English language public 
boards, and a sampling of the English language Catholic boards, were systematically swept 
for information on FSL programming.  
 
Information gathered through this process has been summarized in the sections that follow, 
and have been framed in a Question and Answer format. 
 

Introduction: FSL in Ontario 

The Ontario Ministry of Education determines the minimum number of hours of French 
instruction for each FSL program in the province; however, each school district determines 
what programs they will offer, the entry level, and the number of hours of instruction per week. 
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Since 2007, enrolment in French Immersion programs has continued to climb, both locally 
and at a provincial level. As a result, school districts are faced with the challenge of ensuring 
sustainable, high-quality programming. 

In an effort to enhance FSL programs across the province, the Ontario Ministry of Education 
introduced A Framework for French as a Second Language in Ontario Schools (2013), 
followed by The Ontario Curriculum: French as a Second Language: Core, Grades 4-8; 
Extended, Grades 4-8; Immersion, Grades 1-8 (2013). In 2015, Including Students with 
Special Needs in FSL Programs was produced as a companion to the framework. This 
document included current research and provincial data, and reinforced the notion that FSL 
programs are for all students. 

 

Revised Recommendation #1: All OCDSB kindergarten students would receive 50% of 
instruction in English and 50% in French 

How might a 50-50 French-English in kindergarten help to promote equity in our FSL 
programs? 

No matter which program pathway is chosen, all students in Ontario’s English-language 
school study French as a second language. “Linguistic duality is a fundamental Canadian 
value and an important asset from every perspective” (Fraser, 2011, p.6). Substantial 
research has established that learning a second language does not have a detrimental effect 
on one’s first language, and that students perceived to be at-risk of lower academic 
achievement perform comparably, if not in favour of second language learning, across English 
and French Immersion programs (Genesee & Jared, 2008; Bournot-Trites & Tallowitz, 2002; 
Ontario Ministry of Education, 2015). 

In February of 2014, the Standing Committee on Official Languages released a report on The 
State of French Second-Language Education Programs in Canada. While outlining the recent 
changes to the FSL landscape, it also addresses one of its major challenges: improving 
access to FSL programs, especially for students from underrepresented groups (see section 
3.2 of the report). In recent years, Peel DSB and Ottawa-Carleton DSB, among others, have 
reported increases in enrollment in French Immersion programs for English Language 
Learners and/or students with special needs (Peel DSB, 2012; OCDSB, 2015, p.16). Reports 
of achievement have likewise been encouraging (Peel DSB, 2012). 

Exposure to French for all Kindergarten children would increase awareness of Early French 
Immersion as an FSL program that is available to ALL students, provide a foundation that 
helps establish a more equal footing for students who are perceived to be at risk of lower 
academic achievement, and increase the likelihood of engaging those who may previously 
have overlooked it as an option.  

“If we want students with the widest range of abilities to achieve a high 
level of bilingualism, we need to start early. [...] These students often 
have the most to gain with regard to confidence and self-esteem, as well 
as the economic advantages that come from having such a valuable skill 
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as bilingualism when they enter the workforce” (Dicks, 2009, as cited in 
Report of the FSL Task Force, NB, 2012).  

Although this research is specific to Early French Immersion, it is assumed that the same 
principles would apply to Middle French Immersion and Core French. 

 

What are the potential benefits to providing 50% French instruction to all kindergarten 
students? 

Early exposure in Kindergarten sets the stage for future success in all FSL programs. 
Researchers have documented academic, attitudinal, and both first and second language 
proficiency benefits linked to early second language learning. Earlier introduction to French 
immersion has been associated with higher French achievement, improved French speaking 
proficiency, and is also believed to increase confidence in French language use (see Lapkin, 
Mady & Arnott, 2009; Report of the FSL Task Force, NB, 2012). In terms of Core French, 
research would suggest that there is no significant advantage to an earlier introduction of 
Core French, largely as a result of the lack of intensity associated with its delivery (Harley et. 
Al., 1988, as cited in Lapkin et al., 2009). The revised recommendation to moving to a 50-50 
program for all kindergarten students, including those who will continue in Core French, will 
increase the intensity of French instruction in these early years. 

Language learners also appear to develop a more positive attitude toward the target language 
and/or the speakers of that language (ACTFL, “what the research shows”; Hosseini & 
Pourmandnia, 2013). The introduction of both English and French upon school entry may 
therefore nurture a positive attitude towards learning French as a second language, and help 
establish a dual-language culture within the school environment that can further 
foster/motivate [retention] L2 learning in later grades. This has been seen as beneficial in the 
development of children’s sense of Canadian identity, and in fostering “favourable attitudes 
towards the French language, its speakers and their culture” (Nipissing-Parry Sound CDSB, 
FSL program description). 

When learning any language, “real experiences” are seen as valuable contributions to 
language proficiency. Of all the classroom environments, the play-based Kindergarten 
classroom offers the most conducive setting for acquiring language in a naturalistic way, and 
therefore an optimal window for the introduction of French as a second language. “There is 
less intense and sophisticated content in the primary curriculum so students can focus on the 
development of new language” (Netten, 2007).  

The social, exploratory setting offers children the opportunity to interact and 
problem-solve, and in so doing provides them with an authentic “language 
laboratory.” Through kindergarten’s various routines, instructional experiences 
and “play” learning activities, students introduced to French as a second 
language “begin to develop second-language skills that focus on listening, 
understanding and limited oral expression. […] Songs, poems, drama and 
stories are integrated into each theme along with a variety of learning centres 
provided to encourage and enhance the learning experiences” (description of 
EFI program, Nipissing-Parry Sound CDSB).  
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By introducing French as a second language in JK and SK, children may not 
understand every word being used in the classroom, but they are able to infer 
meaning, and “Sooner or later, depending on individual differences, children will 
begin to use the words that the teacher has introduced. […] As the children 
progress in acquiring the language, they also use it more to communicate.” (FI 
in Manitoba, 2002, p.10). 

While research has established support for the benefits of early second language 
instruction, it is necessary to acknowledge that there remains some debate on when or at 
what age it is appropriate to introduce second language instruction. From a developmental 
perspective, there is ample evidence that “children with good language development 
(speaking skills) in their early years are more apt to develop good second language skills” 
(Report of FSL Task Force, NB, 2012). The conflicting viewpoint, which remains a strong 
opinion but lacks substantial research evidence, suggests that in order to benefit from 
second language instruction children must first master their first language (e.g., Netten, 
2007). That being said, it is important to remember that no matter what the language of 
instruction,  

“Throughout their first year […] the children are learning what every other 
child learns in Kindergarten: sharing, waiting their turn, cutting and 
pasting… to name but a few. Parents, former students and teachers with 
current and past experiences in French Immersion report that students 
adapt readily to this new and exciting environment of second language 
learning.” (FI in Manitoba, 2002, p.11) 

 

Do other districts in Ontario have a kindergarten program with 50% instructional time 
in French and 50% in English for all students? 

Based on the information obtained through the environmental scan, there were a number of  
school districts identified that provided a 50-50 French-English program to students in 
kindergarten as part of their Early French Immersion program. To our knowledge, however, 
the only school district to currently offer a universal 50-50 French-English program to all 
kindergarten students is the Ottawa Catholic School Board. 

 

Do other districts in Ontario offer Early French Immersion programs with less than 80-
100% of instructional time in French in grades 1 to 3? 

The Ministry of Education defines a French Immersion Program in the following way: 
 

“In a French Immersion program, French must be the language of instruction for a 
minimum of 50 per cent of the total instructional time at every grade level of the program 
and provide a minimum of 3800 hours of instruction in French by the end of Grade 8. 
French Immersion programs must include the study of French as a second language 
and the study of at least two other subjects taught in French. These two subjects must 
be selected from the following: the arts, social studies (Grades 1 to 6) or history and 
geography (Grades 7 and 8), mathematics, science and technology, and health and 
physical education. (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2013, pg.16). 
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An environmental scan of elementary Early French Immersion program offerings in Ontario 
school districts yielded a broad range of delivery models across the province in terms of grade 
point entry (i.e., typically between JK and grade 1) and in the proportion of time allocated to 
French instruction within each grade in the primary division (i.e., 50% to 100%). Although the 
more common approach to EFI program delivery was 80-100% French instructional time in 
the primary grades, there was considerable variation both across, and within, school districts.  
It should be noted that the OCDSB has the highest percentage of students in EFI programs at 
70% in kindergarten and has complete open-access to all FSL pathways based on parental 
choice.  
 
The following school districts are examples of districts that were identified as offering the 
minimum required amount of French in their Early French Immersion program in grades 1 
through 3 (i.e., 50%), all of whom have reported success with their respective delivery models 
when considering both student outcomes and parent satisfaction: 

 Peel District School Board (effective Sept. 2013): elementary French Immersion 
program 50% French instruction time starting in Grade 1 (Peel DSB, 2012); 

 Halton District School Board and Halton Catholic School Board: EFI program with a 
Grade 1 entry point and a 50-50 English-French instructional split (following a review 
released in 2013, Halton DSB voted to maintain this delivery model) (Halton DSB, 
2013); 

 Waterloo Region District School Board: 50-50 English-French instructional split from 
grade 1 to 6, and 35% French instruction in grades 7 and 8.  

Of note, the majority of these school boards provide math instruction in English, and introduce 
English Language Arts into their EFI program as of grade 1. Two additional school districts – 
Grand Erie and Upper Grand – are currently in the process of reviewing their FSL programs.  

 

Revised Recommendation #2: Change the language of instruction of mathematics from 
French to English for EFI grades 1 to 3  

Does language of instruction have an impact on achievement in mathematics? 

Research has compared math instruction in English versus French in an immersion program 
context and found no support for the assumption that language of instruction influences math 
achievement. In fact, the cognitive benefits of bilingualism are believed to contribute to the 
development of problem-solving skills and the manipulation of abstract concepts (e.g., the 
understanding that an animal can go by two names, both “dog” and “chien”). Therefore, given 
the abstract nature of the subject, knowledge of more than one language may actually  
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facilitate math acquisition, regardless of the language of instruction. The following describe 
some key findings from the research on mathematics instruction in FSL programs: 

o Math performance, as assessed by an English math assessment, differed between two 
groups of grade 6 immersion students […], with the group receiving Math instruction in 
French scoring higher (Bournot-Trites & Reeder, 2001); 

o Math scores of children in early French immersion surpassed those of regular English 
students, suggesting that bilingual programs increased intellectual potential (Parkin et 
al., as cited in Wesche et al., 1996; Turnbull et al., 2001; Dicks & Rehorick, 2003); 

o Even when controlling for cognitive ability […] and using tests which are sensitive to all 
aspects of the Math curriculum, no negative impact on math scores were found 
between immersion students and students in the regular program (Edwards, 1989; 
Harley, Hart & Lapkin, 1986, as cited in Wesche et al., 1996; Bournot-Trites, 2002). 

There remains the perception that by teaching math in French, children who later pursue it in 
English will have difficulty making the transition due to the differences in vocabulary. 
However, while there may initially be a challenge to communicate while acquiring the “new” 
vocabulary, it is important to remember that the conceptual knowledge remains the same.  

 

Are there some subjects that lend themselves better to instruction in French? 

It’s generally believed that subjects such as history and geography should be taught in French 
because they better lend themselves to oral communication than math and science. 

“What has been reported repeatedly in the French immersion literature for decades; 
that is, some subjects (such as the social sciences) better lend themselves to French 
instruction than others. As such, there is a trend in Ontario school districts for offering 
these areas of the curriculum in French, while others (such as math, science, and 
technology) are typically offered in English. Despite these trends, some researchers 
have found that the effectiveness of a subject being taught in French is influenced more 
by the pedagogical approach of the teacher than the language in which the lessons 
were taught.” (Dube and MacFarlane, 1991; Swain, 2001) 

 

Revised Recommendation #3: Add 60 minutes of daily English instruction (as a 
subject) to EFI grade 1 effective September 2018 

Would introducing English Language Arts as a subject in Grade 1 in the EFI program 
help to increase our ability to identify and support children who may be considered at-
risk? 

Research has demonstrated that all students can be successful in an immersion program, 
given the appropriate supports. There is a prevailing perception amongst parents, particularly 
immigrant parents, that it is important to develop proficiency in the English language before 
attempting to learn French in school (OCDSB, 2007; Peel DSB, 2012) This has been 
substantially addressed in the research literature. In their review, Genesee and Jared (2008) 
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reported the academic performance of students considered potentially at-risk (due to poor 
academic ability, poor first-language ability, disadvantaged socioeconomic background, or 
minority language status) as comparable across both French Immersion and English program, 
challenging the myth that transferring from FI into the English program on the basis of 
academic risk will result in better academic outcomes. 

From an early intervention standpoint, research has identified key underlying skills in literacy 
development and provided ample evidence of their transferability across languages. Among 
these, early letter name knowledge and phonological awareness in both English and French 
have been demonstrated as being predictive of later reading achievement, both within and 
across languages (Genesee & Jared, 2008). Understanding the alphabetic principle, decoding 
skills, and other forms of print awareness, have also been shown to be predictive of later 
reading achievement across English and French, as these are universal rather than language-
specific concepts. Given skills that facilitate learning to read in one language also facilitate 
learning to read in the other, the focus on underlying literacy skills – in English and/or French 
– should arguably contribute to cross-language reading acquisition for all students. 

 

Does the instruction have to be specifically in English Language Arts, or can it be any 
English instructional time? 

Substantial research has established that learning a second language does not have a 
detrimental effect on one’s first language, and that students perceived to be at-risk of lower 
academic achievement perform comparably, if not in favour of second language learning, 
across English and French Immersion programs (see Genesee & Jared, 2008; Bournot-Trites 
& Tallowitz, 2002; Ontario Ministry of Education, 2015). Despite this evidence, it remains a 
common concern among parents that learning French as a second language early-on will 
jeopardize the development of acquiring competency in the English language (see for 
example, Canadian Parents for French, 2012). If the compromise is to include opportunities to 
develop English language skills alongside French language skills in the EFI classroom, it 
would be essential to include some English instruction. The decision to provide instruction in 
English, whether as the subject of instruction (resembling a “Core” model) or through English 
instruction in other subject areas (resembling an “Immersion” model), should reflect the same 
principles as those used to determine what subjects are taught in French. Arguably, by 
choosing English Language Arts in place of another subject, it would ensure that the 
instructional focus is directly on the acquisition of fundamental English language and literacy 
skills. 

 

What does the research say about the intensity of instructional time in the Early French 
Immersion program in grades 1 to 3? 

Recently, there has been a theoretical shift away from program instructional time/intensity to a 
focus on student (first and second) language proficiency. Specifically, theories now describe 
interactions among language proficiency “thresholds” that must be reached in order to ensure 
optimal development of both first and second languages. For example, Cummin’s Threshold 
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Hypothesis requires competence to be acquired, up to a certain threshold, in one language in 
order to access bilingual gains and permit transfer from the more proficient (whether L1 or L2) 
to the less proficient language. This theoretical framework provides the grounds for divergent 
viewpoints between advocates for 100% immersion versus immersion programs that are 50% 
to less than 100%. While the benefits of 100% immersion programs continue to gather 
support, reported student achievement outcomes in immersion programs that are between 
50% and less than 100% are criticized as “surpassing neither those of students in a regular 
English program nor those of students in a total French Immersion program […]” (Swain, 
1974, 1996, as cited in Lazaruk, 2007; Netten, 2007). In later elementary grades, Bournot-
Tites and Reeder (2001, as cited in Lazaruk, 2007) suggest that “partial immersion students’ 
academic achievement may lag behind that of total immersion students, due to not 
possessing sufficient proficiency in their L2 to respond effectively to French-language 
instruction in core subject areas.” 

Given the inconsistency of the amount of time allocated to French instruction in immersion 
programs studied and the difficulty in determining a prescribed amount based on this 
research, in his survey of research on FSL education in Canada, Lazaruk (2007) argues that 
“after a certain threshold, increasing the time spent in the L2 does not increase French 
proficiency”, and “although intensity of instruction clearly has a positive effect on language 
proficiency, more research is needed to discover the optimal level of intensity and the 
conditions required for its continued effectiveness” (2007; p.612). School districts have 
therefore refocused their attention on other evidence-based factors that influence the 
outcomes of FSL programs: “Curriculum and instructional quality appear to have a much 
greater effect on achievement than do the total hours of instructional time” (Laitch, 2005, as 
cited by Peel DSB, 2012, p.7). With the growing provincial focus on ensuring quality FSL 
programs, it is important to remember that while the level of French second language 
proficiency will be affected by the amount of time spent learning in French, “even small 
amounts of time can have positive results” (Archibald et al., 2006; p.17).  

The revised recommended changes would reduce instructional time in French in grades 1 to 3 
from 100%/80%/80% to 60% for all three grades while increasing the instructional time in 
French in Junior Kindergarten from 7% to 50%. There is no conclusive way of determining 
what influence this might have on students’ French – or English – proficiency outcomes at 
graduation. 
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