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Reading Support, continued on page 2

iños, miramos la cubierta de 

este libro que vamos a leer. ¿De 

qué piensan que van a leer en 

este libro?” The small group of aver-

age first grade readers huddled around 

the table, looking at their new guided 

reading book. Sra. Hall, the first grade 

immersion teacher, encouraged predic-

tions about the book, translating stu-

dent responses in English to Spanish, 

modeling new vocabulary and proper 

syntax. This group of students was 

reading a leveled book equivalent to a 

Reading Recovery level 8 around mid-

January. The goal was for all students 

in first grade immersion to reach the 

benchmark of level 16 by the end of 

the year. Much remained to be accom-

plished.

learning to read in  l1  vS  l2 

By mid-year, average to above average first 

grade immersion students have learned many 

reading strategies. In kindergarten, the Span-

ish phonetic foundation is established, in part 

through a sequential writing program, which 

helps develop phonics, vocabulary, and the 

rudiments of Spanish syntax. In first grade, 

the teacher builds upon this foundation with a 

comprehensive review of phonics at the begin-

ning of the year. The students also review con-

cepts about print, such as reading left to right 

and top to bottom, use of punctuation, and the 

difference between sounds, letters, words, and 

sentences.

Reading Support for Primary Immersion Students
Terri Fisher, Assistant Professor, Teacher Education Department, Lancaster Bible College, Lancaster, PA 
Priscilla Stoner, Assistant Principal, Nitrauer Elementary School, Lancaster, PA

In learning how to read, English-speaking 

students draw on three cueing systems: seman-

tics, syntax, and phonics. For them, semantics 

and syntax have been developing since birth. 

While the English first grade students are con-

centrating on learning how to decode (sound-

ing out) through the use of English syntax and 

meaning, the immersion students must learn 

the three main cueing systems simultaneously. 

For example, when reading a book about a 

horse, an English-speaking student can look 

at the picture and immediately offer the word 

“horse” and can use the word horse in a syntac-
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Reading Support, continued from page 1

Reading Support, continued on page 8

 — Kimerly Miller, Editor 

tically correct sentence. The English-speaking 

child is learning to listen to the initial sound 

of the word horse (/h/) and match that sound 

with the written word horse on the page. As the 

student becomes more skilled, he will be able 

to match ending, and then medial, sounds. 

Through this process, he cross-checks himself, 

using the cues of syntax and semantics.

In contrast, a Spanish immersion student 

looks at the picture of a horse and can offer 

the English word “horse.” However, this will 

not help him decode the word “caballo” on 

the written page. Unlike his English-speaking 

counterpart, as the immersion student is learn-

ing how to decode the word “caballo,” he is 

also learning the meaning of the word. In addi-

tion, he is still learning about Spanish sentence 

structure and syntax. Fortunately for Spanish 

language learners, Spanish is very phonetically 

consistent. Most Spanish immersion students 

acquire the decoding aspect of learning to read 

without much difficulty. Nevertheless, there 

are students who struggle.

S trategie S  For reading remediation

In our Spanish immersion program we see 

and remediate many types of reading difficul-

ties with our early readers. Often students 

confuse the two languages, by reading Spanish 

words with English sounds. This is especially 

true with students who are still in the let-

ter naming stage, and have not internalized 

the sounds that letters make. Additionally, 

students may know the sounds of letters in 

isolation, but have a difficult time combining 

the sounds into syllables and the syllables into 

words. Also, many of our second language 

learners have difficulty retaining the mean-

ing of Spanish words, once they have been 

introduced. Even with repeated usage, some 

students cannot remember what words mean 

when they come to them in a sentence, thus 

impairing the comprehension of the text. 

Diminished fluency is often a result of these 

difficulties, which, in turn, also impedes com-

prehension.

To remediate these reading challenges, we 

use many different strategies. The strategies 

are not new or unique to immersion. However, 

we have found that we may implement the 

ven though research studies over the 

past thirty years have consistently found 

that immersion students equal or surpass 

their peers in all-English schools on standard 

measures of academic achievement, any im-

mersion teacher can quickly identify the ex-

ceptions in her classroom. Helping struggling 

learners improve their academic achievement 

poses unique challenges in an immersion set-

ting where separating out learning disabilities 

from the normal hurdles of learning through a 

second language can be a murky undertaking.

 In this, our third year of special spring is-

sues, we present some of the most current 

research and best practice recommendations 

regarding special needs learners in immersion 

settings. Our authors are teachers, research-

ers, and parents who are working on the 

frontlines. They are struggling to accurately 

identify children with learning needs, learning 

to adapt their teaching practices to better serve 

those special learning needs, and making dif-

ficult emotional decisions to keep or remove 

their children from immersion schools. For 

educators who would like to explore this topic 

further, we recommend this summer’s CARLA 

institute, Meeting the Challenges of Immer-

sion Education: Is Immersion for All? (see the 

CARLA website for registration information).

 And, don’t forget to join us next October for 

the international immersion conference, Path-

ways to Bilingualism, held in Minneapolis. You 

won’t be getting another newsletter before the 

conference, so register now (see facing page).

Have a relaxing and rejuvenating summer!
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ConFerenCe regiStration

Full Conference: $150 ($125 before 

June 15, 2004) includes the Thursday 

evening plenary and reception, 

lunch on Friday and Saturday, and 

all materials. Note: Full conference 

registration does not include the pre-

conference workshops.

One-Day: $100 includes lunch on 

the day of registration and all materi-

als.

Workshops: $75 each – includes the 

cost of instruction and all materi-

als. You do not need to register for 

the conference to register for the 

workshops. Enrollment is limited, so 

register early!

Current ACIE members receive 

a $25 discount on full or one-day 

conference registration. No discount 

for workshop-only registrations.

How to Register…

1. Register online at http://www.carla.

umn.edu/conferences/immersion/reg-

istration.html (credit card only)

If you wish to register using a P.O. 

from your school, please fax or mail 

in your registration using the down-

loadable PDF form.

2. Fax (Credit Card • P.O. only) or 

mail (Credit Card • P.O. • Check: 

University of Minnesota) 

All registrations must include pay-

ment.

f the Pathways to Bilingualism Conference 

is not already on your calendar, now is the 

time to set it in ink. Registration is avail-

able online (see details in the sidebar) for pre-

conference workshops on October 21 and for the 

conference itself on October 22 and 23.

In addition to the Thursday pre-conference 

workshops (detailed in the February issue of 

the ACIE Newsletter), over fifty break-out ses-

sions will be offered during the Friday-Saturday 

conference focusing on the following four broad 

themes: Program Design and Development, As-

sessment and Program Evaluation, Language De-

velopment and Immersion Pedagogy, and Policy 

and Advocacy.

Presenters for break-out sessions represent 

school-based programs from around the world 

(including the U.S., Canada, Hong Kong, Tai-

wan, Ireland, and  Finland) that embrace the 

aCie  newS

I

Pathways to Bilingualism:  
Evolving Perspectives on Immersion Education
international  ConFerenCe,  oC tober 21-23 ,  2004 ,  minneapoli S ,  minne Sota

concept of additive bilingualism—the acquisition 

of a second language while continuing to develop 

the first. The programs speak to the diversity of 

immersion contexts: one-way and two-way im-

mersion programs, schools that teach common 

languages such as Spanish or French and less 

common languages like Japanese or Gaelic, set-

tings where the language taught has no specific 

connection to the community of learners and 

settings where it is, in fact, part of the language 

learners’ cultural heritage (e.g., Hawaiian or Cree). 

 The conference will be held at the Radisson 

Hotel Metrodome which is conveniently located 

on the University of Minnesota campus. Sign up 

now for the first U.S. conference in nearly ten 

years dedicated exclusively to immersion teaching 

and learning!  See sidebar on p. 7 for possible grant 

funding. ❍

ConFeren Ce program SChedule  and Speaker S

Thursday, October 21, 2004
9:00 am–6:00 pm  Registration 
9:00 am–4:00 pm Pre-Conference Workshops 
5:00 pm Welcome and Opening Remarks;  
 Keynote: Bilingualism in the Global Village 
 Fred Genesee, McGill University, Montreal, Canada

Friday, October 22, 2004
8:30 am Plenary: Program Design and Development
 Merrill Swain, University of Toronto, Canada
10:00 am–5:00 pm Breakout Sessions
1:30 pm Plenary: Assessment and Program Evaluation

 Kathryn Lindholm-Leary, San Jose State University, San Jose, CA

saturday, October 23, 2004
8:30 am Plenary: Immersion Pedagogy and Language Development
 Roy Lyster, McGill University, Montreal, Canada
10:00 am–3:30 pm Breakout Sessions
3:45 pm Plenary: Policy and Advocacy
 Myriam Met, University of Maryland, College Park, MD
5:00  Adjourn
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hen we learned that our daughter had 

dyslexia, my husband and I had many 

questions. The first was, “What do we 

do about school?” Our daughter, Susan, had 

been in a French immersion school since Kin-

dergarten and had just started third grade. The 

clinician’s answer was simply, “You’ve got to 

get her out of that school.” She reasoned that 

my daughter would be too confused to learn 

to read and write in either language and she 

would fall farther behind every year. Then, 

before our meeting was over I mentioned that 

I was inclined to have her complete this year 

in her current school so we could make a care-

ful decision about the move. Everyone agreed 

this was a good idea and we left the therapist’s 

with a recommendation regarding the kind 

of school suitable for my daughter. We spent 

much of that year looking at schools, both 

public and private. We visited schools large 

and small, some with dyslexia-specific Special 

Education services and some without any ad-

ditional services. Each school was English-

only. 

teaCher Flex ib il it y  and adaptation S 

We began to realize that Susan was already 

in a good learning environment. She had a 

small class of only fourteen students. Her 

teacher was aware of her needs and my daugh-

ter received extra help with math. She was 

given smaller pieces to memorize for the read-

ing and writing assignments. In writing lab, 

Susan learned to put her ideas down on paper 

and edit out the spelling mistakes. She brought 

the editing home so I could decipher her spell-

ing. She was given five spelling words instead 

of ten and would bring them home over the 

weekend to begin studying for the following 

week. 

In third grade, Susan started after-school 

private tutoring for reading. The tutoring was 

always in English and this helped with word 

decoding and comprehension. She did well 

in science and was keeping up in social stud-

ies. Because formal reading in English wasn’t 

introduced until third grade, we worried that 

moving to a new school would be putting our 

daughter into a larger classroom where she 

would be several reading levels behind the rest 

of the students. 

My daughter was also evaluated by a school 

district social worker. The social worker ar-

rived, visited with my daughter for less than 

five minutes, and then spoke only to the 

adults. Her analysis was very simple: since her 

work wasn’t consistently one year behind her 

classmates in every subject, she did not qualify 

for any Special Education services. The social 

worker pointed out that because this was an 

immersion classroom and English instruction 

was just beginning, it was normal to be read-

ing below grade level. 

I read everything I could find on dyslexia 

in the classroom. It is difficult to find books 

that have much information or a consensus 

of opinion regarding children with learning 

disabilities in second language classrooms. 

Dyslexia is not just one issue or one diagno-

sis—it encompasses problems with reading, 

writing or math in varying degrees of severity. 

Many children with dyslexia have difficulty 

with organizational issues or study skills. The 

more I read, the more I realized that there was 

no right answer, but this might be Susan’s one 

chance to learn a second language. I could find 

no conclusive studies showing immersion was 

harmful. She stayed in immersion for fourth 

grade.

For third, fourth and fifth grades my daugh-

ter had teachers from Canada, Belgium and 

Switzerland. All three were new to this school 

district and their abilities to deal with a special 

needs student were minimal. Susan has never 

had an Individualized Education Plan (IEP) 

requiring any special instruction or program 

point S  For parent S

Parents often are looking for a 

place to access ideas about how to 

support their children’s educa-

tion.  Immersion parents who 

may or may not be fluent in the 

language their child is learning at 

school have many questions and 

concerns. 

In this regular feature, we offer 

concrete suggestions for extra-

curricular support of language 

learning.  In addition, we address 

specific parent concerns and invite 

parents to share their experience 

and expertise.

point S  For parent S

By Mona Anton, Parent, L’Etoile du Nord French Immersion School, St. Paul, MN

ContaCt inFrormation

Mona Anton 

Email: canton@sprintmail.com

Dy lexia in the Immer ion Cla  room s s ss
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adaptations. Anything that has been done to 

help her has been due to the kindness of her 

teachers and my continued persistence. I have 

met with teachers, volunteered in the classroom 

and made myself available for quick informal 

meetings about “what we should do.” Susan 

continues to see tutors for reading and math. 

These small-group tutorials have made a vast 

difference in her reading and math achieve-

ment and have probably been the main reason 

she has been able to stay in an immersion set-

ting. 

diS triCt  poliC ieS

While the attention my daughter has re-

ceived from teachers has been caring and help-

ful, the district’s testing policies are punitive 

to immersion students who don’t test well on 

annual standardized tests. We have received 

letters from the district saying, “Your child 

will attend summer school.” The first of these 

letters arrived three days before school let out 

at the end of fourth grade. We had already 

enrolled Susan in a summer tutorial program, 

plus some recreational camps of her choosing. 

While she had received a perfect attendance 

award and really liked school, she viewed 

summer school as punishment. Similarly, 

our school recommended that my daughter 

sign up for Area Learning Center (ALC), an 

after-school homework program. Again, we 

received a letter stating, “Your child will attend 

ALC.” The program is loud and packed with 

K-6 students. A few teachers circulate around 

the room helping children with homework. It 

looks a lot like after-school childcare. We re-

cycled both letters. I couldn’t take my daugh-

ter out of her after-school activities (which she 

enjoyed and which provided opportunities for 

success) to spend more time in school. 

By the end of fifth grade, Susan’s reading 

scores had started to approach average grade 

levels and she had started staying up late at 

night reading in her bed! Despite the advice of 

the first expert, my child is now in sixth grade 

in the same French Immersion program. Each 

year we have made the decision that this is the 

right place for her. We have been lucky to have 

responsive teachers who are willing to adapt 

the curriculum to something more manageable 

for our daughter. She has found a way to suc-

ceed in school and to get her homework done 

on time. We feel that this has been the best 

school choice for her. 

There are no easy answers to dyslexia dif-

ficulties in any classroom but for our daughter, 

the gift of second language fluency in elemen-

tary school has been well worth the extra 

work.

reCommendation S For parent S

While no two children’s educational experi-

ences are the same, a dyslexic child can fit well 

into an immersion classroom if:

* parents and teachers are willing to com-

municate and keep the needs of the child a 

priority. This may mean that the decision to 

leave or stay in the immersion setting must be 

reevaluated annually.

* realistic goals are set for your child’s prog-

ress. Even though a dyslexic child is progress-

ing at her individual rate, progress is success. 

Your child may not be as verbally fluent in ei-

ther language as her peers. She is still receiving 

a rich language experience she can build upon 

her whole life.

* we recognize that learning a second 

language may seem much easier for young 

children, but is not easy. Be patient with home-

work and be willing to spend extra time letting 

your child listen to tapes and explain home-

work in English as needed.

* Families recognize that time spent learn-

ing the second language may indeed be time 

away from English and supplementing with 

instruction at home or with a tutor may be 

necessary.  ❍

By Mona Anton, Parent, L’Etoile du Nord French Immersion School, St. Paul, MN

point S  For parent S

“...There are no easy 

answers to dyslexia diffi-

culties in any classroom but 

for our daughter, the gift 

of second language fluency 

in elementary school has 

been well worth the extra 
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reSearCh report S

In an effort to push the edge of 

what we currently know about 

learning, researchers continue to 

design and publish new studies 

on issues important to immersion 

education. Keeping up to date with 

current research is a time-consum-

ing task. 

This regular feature will help 

inform the immersion education 

public about recent research by 

providing our readers with brief 

summaries of selected studies.

reSearCh report S

rom a special education perspective, the 

immersion education setting brings to 

light the daily challenges of teasing apart 

issues of language development and academic 

challenges that arise due to a learning disability. 

The challenges that multidisciplinary teams 

face when determining if students qualify for 

special education services are many. For educa-

tors making these decisions in an elementary 

language immersion setting, the issues become 

even more difficult and complex. This study 

addresses the nature of the decision-making 

process in determining eligibility of special edu-

cation services for elementary French immersion 

students with learning disabilities in accordance 

with a state department of education’s categori-

cal label of Specific Learning Disability (SLD). 

The research question explored in this study 

is: What is the nature of the decision-making 

process in determining eligibility for special 

education services in one early total French 

immersion school in the U.S.? The aim of this 

study is to observe and document this decision-

making process. 

A preliminary review of immersion, foreign 

language, and English as a second language re-

search on this topic revealed the limited volume 

of detailed, immersion-specific information cur-

rently available to educators. Moreover, all of 

the existing research involving immersion pro-

grams came from studies carried out in Canada. 

Thus, any explanation of the process of adher-

ing to a particular state’s guidelines throughout 

the pre-referral process, a U.S.-specific consid-

eration, was lacking. For example, this study’s 

state guidelines specify three preconditions for 

Underachieving Students and the Child Study Team:  

Determining Eligibility for Special Education Services
 By Kristine M-W. Woelber

student eligibility for special education services 

under the categorical label of SLD. There must 

be: 1) a discrepancy in ability (I.Q.) and aca-

demic achievement, 2) evidence of severe un-

derachievement in the classroom setting, and 3) 

a noted information processing condition. Pro-

viding evidence for all three of the domains in 

one content area, such as math, reading and/or 

written language, qualifies a student for special 

education services under the categorical label of 

SLD (Minnesota Department of Children, Fami-

lies & Learning, 1999).

reSearCh deSign 

The research methodology that corresponds 

to this research question is the case study—a re-

search design particularly well-suited to explor-

ing educational phenomena. In this instance, 

the focus is on the policies and procedures of 

the school’s Child Study Team (CST) that result 

in a multidisciplinary team assessment and de-

termination of SLD special education services. 

Thus, the CST’s decision-making process and 

comprehensive assessment practices make up 

the bounded unit, or rather, the case under 

study. To strengthen reliability and validity, the 

case study approach entails a rich description of 

this process, enabling the reader to make com-

parisons across settings. Additionally, triangula-

tion—whereby the researcher seeks multiple 

participant perspectives on a case through a va-

riety of data collection techniques— strengthens 

study findings (Merriam, 1998). 

Individual interview and focus group data, 

as well as current document review are used to 

ContaCt inFrormation

Kristine Woelber 

Email: kristinescott90@juno.com

Kris Woelber (M.Ed. in Special Education: Learning Disabilities, M.A. in ESL) has been a special edu-

cation teacher for 12 years. Her areas of certification are learning disabilities, emotional/behavioral 

disorders, elementary, and ESL education. After teaching for four years overseas, Kris became the spe-

cial education teacher and team leader at Normandale French Immersion Elementary School in Edina, 

MN. Her recently completed M.A. research explores the processes and practices of one child study team 

whose task it is to determine special education eligibility.
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Underachieving Students, continued on page 11

construct a holistic description of one immer-

sion school’s process and reflect the observa-

tions and understandings among various CST 

members, as well as parents whose children 

qualified for SLD services. CST members in-

cluded the school principal, psychologist, 

special education teacher, speech/language pa-

thologist, social worker, Foundations of Learn-

ing/Success Center lead teacher, nurse and three 

immersion teachers. As the school’s special edu-

cation teacher and coordinator of the CST, the 

researcher’s own observations and understand-

ings are also incorporated into the study. 

S tudy S ite

This study takes place in a K-5 early total 

French immersion school in the Midwest. Es-

tablished in 1990, K- Grade 2 students in this 

school receive academic instruction only in 

their second language, French. Specialist class-

es, such as art, music and physical education 

are instructed in the students’ first language, 

English. As of third grade, English language 

arts instruction is scheduled 70 minutes a day; 

this amount of English instruction continues 

throughout the fourth and fifth grades. This 

school adheres to the same curriculum that is 

followed by the other five elementary schools 

in this suburban district; however, most subject 

matter curriculum is taught in French. 

Approximately 575 students attend this 

school. Over 95% of the student body speak 

English as their first language and English is 

also the language spoken in their homes and in 

the community at large. The majority of parents 

have no formal education in the language of 

French; they have chosen this program in an 

effort to provide their child with an education 

that includes the goal of proficiency in a second 

language. There are approximately 35 teachers 

on staff and 25 students per class. Other demo-

graphics that shed light on this student body are 

as follows: 1% are eligible for free or reduced 

lunch, 5% receive special education services, 

2% speak a language other than English at 

home; and 95% are European American.

SeleCt  reSearCh F indingS

Results from this case study indicate that ten 

identifiable phases guide the decision-making 

process of the CST at this site. These ten phases 

occur within a broader framework that includes 

three key events: 1. Initial CST Meeting, 2. Fol-

low-Up Activities for Initial CST Meeting, and 3. 

Implementation of Assessment Procedures. An 

overview of these findings is presented below. 

This report outlines what occurs in each of the 

ten phases and then discusses the main strengths 

and gaps of the current decision-making process 

as articulated by study participants.

ten phaSeS  oF  the  deCiS ion-making 

proCeSS

I. InItIal ChIld Study team meetIng 

1. The teacher observes low student performance.

• The referring teacher completes a pre-referral 

form for the next CST meeting agenda to dis-

cuss the student concerned.

2. Gathered data are shared at the initial CST 

meeting.

• The referring teacher presents her concerns 

about the student.

• Specialist questionnaires, work samples, cu-

mulative and health office files, and general 

parent concerns are discussed.

• CST brainstorms classroom interventions/ac-

commodations to be tried.

3. Initial CST meeting concludes with follow-

up plans in place.

• CST determines who will be in contact with 

the parents.

• CST determines if the student’s progress will 

be monitored while documenting interven-

tions or schedules a parent meeting with se-

lect members of the CST.

II. Follow-up aCtIvItIeS For InItIal  

CSt meetIng

4. A meeting with the speech/language pathol-

ogist occurs (if determined necessary).

reSearCh report S

Wondering how you might access 

financial support to participate in the 

Pathways to Bilingualism Conference? 

Check out these grant opportunities, 

published in the May 2004 NCLRC 

Language Resource (v. 8, n. 4).

NEA Foundation for the Im-

provement of Education’s Learn-

ing & Leadership Grants  

Website: www.nfie.org/grants.htm  

The NEA Foundation provides 

$2,000-$5,000 grants to teachers, 

education support professionals, 

and higher education faculty and 

staff in public schools, colleges, and 

universities for high-quality profes-

sional development or implementing 

innovative ideas that raise student 

achievement. Eligible applicants may 

apply at any time. Tel: 202-822-

7840.

Washington Mutual, Inc.  

Teacher Development Grants 

Website: www.wamu.com/about/

community/support/givingguide-

lines/givingguidelines.htm 

Washington Mutual provides funding 

for K-12 public schools in low- to 

moderate-income communities. 

Grants are available for professional 

development of teachers, leadership 

training for principals, organization-

al development for schools or dis-

tricts, and information about school 

performance for parents. Proposals 

should have clearly measurable 

results and provide opportunities for 

teachers to grow professionally, learn 

from experience, and work with 

their peers to improve performance. 

For more information, visit the web-

site or call 1-800-258-0543.

Funding reSourCeS
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the bridge

Educational research is vital to 

validating effective practices, 

challenging ineffective ones, and 

encouraging innovations. Yet 

research is only valuable if teach-

ers read and implement findings in 

their classrooms.

The Bridge feature is included as 

an insert to encourage teachers to 

collect them for future reference. 

We hope this pull-out insert will 

help immersion educators stay 

abreast of the latest research and 

allow it, when applicable, to affect 

their own practice.

Reading Support, continued from p. 2

the bridge

strategies in a slightly different way to meet the 

unique challenges of learning to read in a sec-

ond language.

Guided reading forms the core of both our 

first grade immersion reading program and our 

remediation program. In the classroom, small, 

flexible groups of students meet three to four 

times a week with the teacher to read and in-

teract with a specifically chosen text. The text 

is matched with the level of the readers in that 

group. Additionally, the teacher selects a teach-

ing point based on the text. Examples of teach-

ing points are the use of punctuation, sentence 

structure, grammar usage, and vocabulary. The 

text is usually a small, leveled book with pic-

tures on most pages, and somewhat controlled 

vocabulary and sentence structure. Most of the 

texts are translations of English guided read-

ing sets. At times, this poses some difficulty, as 

translated words can be much more difficult 

than what was originally intended for that 

level of text. However, we have found them 

to be generally useful for developing basic vo-

cabulary and semantics.

For students who need reading remedia-

tion, guided reading is also used. This allows 

the students three to four more exposures 

to Spanish text at their reading level every 

week. This increase in exposure does a lot to 

aid some struggling readers. In addition, the 

reading specialist can review letters, sounds, 

and vocabulary on a more individualized level 

with each student. Much emphasis is placed 

on reading completely through the word, and 

fluently re-reading words and sentences once 

they have been decoded successfully. There is a 

lot of repetitive practice.

Another strategy that we use in our first 

grade immersion classroom is “Making 

Words.” This strategy is very helpful in rein-

forcing sound blending which leads to fluency. 

While this strategy can be done with the whole 

class, we find it to be more manageable and 

productive with a small guided group. The 

teacher gives each student a predetermined set 

of letter cards. The teacher then guides the stu-

dents to make smaller words or syllables with 

their letters. These chunks are then combined 

to make longer, multi-syllabic words. For ex-

ample, the teacher distributes the letter cards 

c, m, s, i, a, a to the students. First, she asks the 

students to make the word mi and then asks 

the students to form the syllable sa. This is 

followed by having the students combine the 

two chunks to make the word misa. Finally, the 

students are asked to take the remaining letters 

and combine them with misa to make camisa, 

the Spanish word for shirt. Other words that 

could be made from these letters include casa, 

saca, and cima.

For students needing additional reading re-

mediation, the reading specialist uses the Mak-

ing Words strategy to reinforce patterns and 

vocabulary taught in the classroom, as well 

as text used for guided reading in the read-

ing support classroom. The same procedure is 

followed as in the classroom, but with differ-

ent words and syllables. This helps struggling 

readers to generalize and to develop fluency. 

The reading specialist often sends home letter 

cards for specific words in a guided reading 

text with the first graders. This allows the stu-

Reading Support, continued on page 15

aty Arnett is nearing completion of a Ph.D. in Second Language 

Education at the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education of 

the University of Toronto and is currently teaching secondary 

level French in Maryland. For the past several years, she has been 

researching the educational experience of students with learning dis-

abilities in the foreign/second language classroom and the ways in 

which FL/SL teachers can make their classrooms more inclusive.

ContaCt inFrormation

Katy Arnett 

1240 Halstead Road 

Parkville, MD  21234 

Email: karnett@oise.utoronto.ca

K

Katy Arnett
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teChno t ipS

Creating Independent Learners of Japanese via the Internet

By Michael Bacon, Immersion Education Coordinator, Portland (OR) Public Schools
Atsuko Ando, 4th Grade Teacher, Richmond Elementary Japanese Magnet Program, Portland, OR

Technology and second language 

education are a natural match, 

as both enable us to explore 

our world more directly.  In this 

column, Techno Tips, we highlight 

successful applications of technol-

ogy in and around the immersion 

classroom.

teChno t ipS

Japanese Websites, continued on next page

In order to explore Japanese Internet sites, 

your computer has to have Japanese capabili-

ties. You can make your computer Japanese-

capable by downloading free software or 

simply going to a certain site.

to v iew JapaneSe  pageS

• Twin Bridge Asian Viewer for PC at www.

twinbridge.com

• JREADER Information Page at www.csse.

monash.edu.au/~jwb/jreader.html

• Japanese WWW Page viewer at www.csse.

monash.edu.au/~jwb/jviewer.html

to write  in  Japane Se 

For Windows Users:

• Download Global IME at www.microsoft.

com/windows/ie/downloads/recommend-

ed/ime/default.asp

• Make your PC (Windows 95, 98, NT, 2000 

and XP) Japanese capable with Nihongo-OK at 

www.nihongo-ok.com 

For Mac Users:

• Mac OS 9 comes with a Japanese Language 

s students gleefully run out the door at the end of the school year, a small voice in my head sadly 

reminds me that most of them will probably not use their Japanese language skills until I see them 

again in September. Subsequently, I know I will need to spend the first three months of the next school 

year bringing the students’ proficiency back up to the level they were at when they left in June.

Many teachers look for ways to motivate students to use their language skills outside of school. Until recently 

my list included hosting exchange students, writing letters to Japanese friends, and dancing in the obon 

festival at the local Buddhist church, but using the internet, a motivation for many students, did not 

seem reasonable. First, most families do not have a computer with Japanese capabilities. Even if they 

do, most internet sites in Japanese are difficult given the heavy use of kanji (Chinese characters). 

Fortunately, the fourth grade teacher in our program, Atsuko Ando, has developed an extensive list of 

family-friendly websites. These sites appeal to young learners of Japanese and help families download 

software which enables a computer to read and input Japanese.  

Below is Ando Sensei’s list. She says it still needs work, but it’s a great start, and hopefully others can 

A

Kit. Instructions for installing at www.nihon-

goweb.com/Computing/JLK.html

• Mac OS X comes with Japanese Font sets. 

• The Japanese version of System 7.5.3 can be 

installed on an old Macintosh at  

www.apple.co.jp/ftp-info/reference/kt753.

html

• Udate this to System 7.5.5 at www.apple.

co.jp/ftp-info/reference/kt755.html

JapaneSe CharaCterS

• You can put “furigana (hiragana reading)” on 

Kanji at kids.goo.ne.jp

• You can see Kanji animation on Gakushu an-

ime no yakata at meiko.web.infoseek.co.jp

SCienCe

• You can play a puzzle game and review human 

bone structure on the Bone Puzzle site at www.

ahv.pref.aichi.jp/game/hone/shousai1.htm. 

(Shockwave is needed for this). 

• Organ Puzzle at www.ahv.pref.aichi.jp/

game/naizou/naizou1/shousai1.html

JapaneSe anime SiteS 

• Doraemon at dora-world.com/top.html

ContaCt inFrormation

Michael Bacon

Immersion Education Coordinator 

Portland Public Schools

531 SE 14th Ave.

Portland, OR 97214

Ph: 503-916-5840 ext. 367

Email: mbacon@pps.k12.or.us

Atsuko Ando

Richmond Elementary  

Japanese Magnet Program

2276 SE 41st Ave.

Portland, OR  97214

Ph: 503-916-6220 

Email: ando@pps.k12.or.us
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Japanese Websites, continued from page 9

• Yu-gi-oh at jump.shueisha.co.jp/yugi/in-

dex.html

• Yu-gi-oh official card site at www.yugioh-

card.com

• Anpanman at www.ntv.co.jp/anpanman

Fun and eduCational gameS

• Funahashi Gakushu Juku: This site is full of 

interesting Katakana, Kanji, Romaji and math 

online games. Among them are Katakana game/

bingo at homepage3.nifty.com/funahashi/

game/game02.html; Kanji game/bingo (1st 

grade) at homepage3.nifty.com/funahashi/

game/game01.html; Kanji game/bingo (2nd 

grade) at homepage3.nifty.com/funahashi/

game/game03.html; Romaji game at homep-

age3.nifty.com/funahashi/game/game06.

html

• Review and practice hiragana and katakana 

in a very fun way on the Ultimate Kana Chal-

lenge site at tell.fll.purdue.edu/ultimate

• Try a Japan Map puzzle at earth.endless.

ne.jp/users/yoshi216/tizu3.html

Kanji wo mitsukeyo!

JapaneSe muSiC midi

• www.mahoroba.ne.jp/~gonbe007/hog/

shouka/00_songs.html

online piCture bookS

• kuruminomori.com

• www.kidslab.net/dorachan/index.html

• You can hear a story on Ryudon World at 

ryudon.pobox.ne.jp

• www.so-net.ne.jp/kids/ehon/ehon.htm

• www.moe-w.com/top.html

• www.mahodo.net/bookn.html

origami SiteS

• Origami Juku at www.bunbouguyasan.com/

series/origami/origami_index.html

• Learn how to make various kinds of origami 

by viewing animation on Origami Club. 

Highly recommended! At www.origami-club.

com

• Tanoshi origami at home.att.ne.jp/orange/

yuyu/index-origami.htm

• Origami Land (English) at www.oriland.

com/studio/studio.asp

• Experience a lot of virtual Japanese culture 

including origami on Kids Web Japan at jin.

jcic.or.jp/kidsweb/index-j.html  ❍

Tell us about your favorite 

websites, ones that your students 

can use or ones that are good 

resources for immersion teachers. 

Send a synopsis of 500 or fewer 

words to ACIE editor, Kimerly 

Miller, mille379@umn.edu. We 

especially welcome websites in 

languages other than French and 

Spanish. 

Remember to include the URL!

teChno t ipS

Kids goo - kids.goo.ne.jp

Japan Map puzzle - earth.endless.ne.jp/users/yo-
shi216/tizu3.html
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Underachieving Students, continued from page 7

Underachieving Students, continued on next page

• The speech/language pathologist will meet 

with a student who shows signs of significant 

receptive and/or expressive language process-

ing weaknesses. This observation is for the 

purpose of evaluating language development 

and making recommendations regarding the 

need for further assessment. 

• Written parent consent is necessary for the 

speech/language pathologist to meet with the 

child.

5. Progress is monitored and interventions are 

documented.

• This phase lasts for six to eight weeks.

• At the end of the monitoring period, CST 

may meet again to discuss progress, and/or 

a parent meeting will be scheduled with se-

lect members of the CST and the referring 

teacher.

6. Parent meeting is held.

• All CST information is shared.

• Any family/genetic learning difficulties and 

the home environment are discussed.

• The child will continue to be monitored 

while interventions are documented or as-

sessment procedures begin.

III. ImplementatIon oF aSSeSSment proCedureS

7. An assessment plan is developed and an 

evaluation is completed (if determined neces-

sary).

• The multidisciplinary team creates an as-

sessment plan that states the people involved 

and their responsibilities.

• Parents give written consent to proceed with 

the evaluation.

• Evaluation is completed according to due 

process timelines.

8. All information is pulled together for the 

assessment feedback meeting.

• A multidisciplinary team reviews the SLD 

eligibility worksheet in conjunction with as-

sessment results and observations in both 

languages to determine if the student qual-

ifies for SLD special education services.

• Student progress is considered in Founda-

tions of Learning/Success Center, if ap-

plicable.

• Emotional/behavioral indicators are con-

sidered that may stem from the demands 

of a second language learning environ-

ment.

9. Individualized Education Plan is devel-

oped.

• If the student qualifies for special educa-

tion services, another meeting is held to 

draft an Individualized Education Plan.

• Services are provided in English with the 

special education teacher.

• French paraprofessional support is pro-

vided for any special education student 

needing academic assistance, as well.

10. The appropriateness of the immersion 

setting is discussed.

• An opportunity is provided to dialogue 

with parents about this topic.

• A support document titled “Possible Fac-

tors Influencing Student Performance in 

French Immersion” is used to facilitate 

this discussion (Vancouver School Board, 

1995, pp. 1-3). To review this document see 

p. 13. For information on using the document 

or to order a copy for your school, see sidebar.

S treng th S oF  the  Current 

deCiS ion making pro CeSS 

During data analysis, recurring themes 

identified by study participants emerged. 

These themes highlighted both the strengths 

and gaps of the current decision-making 

process. As for strengths, participants spoke 

to the value of having a process in place for 

seeking comprehensive, systematic input 

from professionals. The school’s CST pro-

vided this with a multi-dimensional, clearly 

For more information, contact:

Iria Knyazyeva

Vancouver Public Schools

Media, Library Services, & Technol-

ogy

Email: iknyazyeva@vsb.bc.ca

Fax: 604-713-5078

French Immersion Support 

Document: Possible Factors 

Influencing Student Perfor-

mance in French Immersion

How to Use This Document

This document arose out of district 

wide concerns for students who 

are experiencing difficulties in 

French Immersion. This profile was 

therefore developed to facilitate 

discussion among the classroom 

teacher(s), learning assistance 

teacger(s), and other School-Based 

Team members. In addition, the 

profile could be used when working 

with parents during educational 

planning for their children.
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defined system for these immersion teachers 

to follow. During the early phases of the pro-

cess, the CST served to gather comprehensive 

student data, provide non-judgmental col-

legial support for teachers, and filter prema-

ture concerns, especially those of parents. In 

the later stages of a comprehensive student 

assessment, the multidisciplinary team con-

tinued to probe for supporting information 

such as a genetic history of learning disabili-

ties in the family, inattention, weak language 

processing skills or lower cognitive abilities. 

In preparation for the assessment feedback 

meeting, CST members considered the effec-

tiveness of support services already being of-

fered. They also made certain that assessment 

data included both first and second language 

learning tasks. Gleaning additional infor-

mation from a speech/language pathologist 

student observation, or a student interview 

with the social worker, was also found to be 

insightful. 

An additional strength voiced by partici-

pants involved the availability of academic 

support services within the school in English 

and French. Even before struggling students 

were recommended for an assessment, 

they had access to Foundations of Learning 

(FOL)/Success Center services. FOL is an 

academic support program available during 

the school day for students who are under-

performing in the areas of math and language 

arts. It is separate from special education ser-

vices. Thus, during the time between the ini-

tial referral to the CST and in some cases the 

ultimate identification of a child as learning 

disabled, additional learning supports were 

present. Remediation was also provided in 

French and/or English by licensed teaching 

staff or French paraprofessional support for 

as much as thirty minutes per day or week, 

depending on need. Soliciting feedback from 

the FOL staff and support services teach-

ers during the assessment phase was seen 

as invaluable. Such feedback provided key 

information about the student’s status within 

the grade-level FOL group, for example, in-

formation about how a particular student 

was meeting projected trimester benchmarks 

relative to other struggling peers. This helped 

team members distinguish between students 

that were likely experiencing a delay in their 

skill development versus those that were pos-

sibly learning disabled as evidenced by severe 

underachievement as well as an observable 

information processing condition. 

 A third strength repeatedly noted by study 

participants was the CST’s ongoing and sen-

sitive interaction with the child’s parents. 

Parents were involved every step of the way. 

In the initial phases of the decision-making 

process, parents often needed a knowledge-

able sounding board for their immediate 

concerns regarding language immersion is-

sues. A spokesperson from the CST, often the 

CST coordinator, psychologist or classroom 

teacher, helped the parents deal with these 

initial pressures and uncertainties. Throughout 

the process, team members sought to help 

parents balance their concerns about academic 

achievement with a more developmental per-

spective. They emphasized that some children 

take longer than others to learn to read and to 

grow into being a student. Furthermore, years 

of experience in the immersion setting had led 

educators at this site to believe that the time-

line for expected “typical” academic bench-

marks may need to be extended when students 

are learning in a second language. They find 

that it is important to inform parents that stu-

dents with learning difficulties may need even 

more time to learn than other children (Mab-

bott, 1994); but this need not prevent them 

from learning a second language. The CST was 

effective at addressing parent concerns and 

reducing the number of premature assessments 

and unnecessary transfers out of the program. 

g ap S  in  the  Current deCiS ion making 

pro CeSS 

References, cont. on sidebar, p. 14

Underachieving Students, continued from page 11

Underachieving Students, continued on page 14
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poSS ible  FaCtorS  inFluenCing S tudent perFormanCe in  FrenCh immerSion

Usually the child:
❒	appears to be a risk taker
❒	appears to get along with peers
❒	appears to have positive self-esteem
❒	appears to be confident

❒	appears to be receptive to learning French
❒	attempts to communicate in French
❒	attends school regularly (the significance being that the classroom 

provides the major French language learning environment)
❒	has well established work habits:

__ stays on task
__ completes assignments
__ listens well
__ participates actively
__ is organized

❒	appears to have a positive attitude towards school

The family (i.e. primary care givers):
❒	appears to be comfortable with choice of French immersion 

schooling
❒	Notes from parent interview(s):

Usually the child:
❒	appears to have a well established first language in terms of 

understanding, oral expression, and vocabulary
❒	communicates well verbally
❒	appears to have at least average verbal reasoning skills (i.e., can 

describe, make inferences, associate ideas, categorize, etc.)

❒	appears to have adequate auditory processing skills:
__ discrimination
__ memory
__ sequencing

❒	appears to participate readily in new learning situations
❒	appears to readily retain information presented both visually and 

auditorily.

❒	 is making adequate progress in French immersion according to 
Ministry guidelines

❒	 is developing receptive and/or expressive language skills in French
❒	has made some transfer of reading and writing skills at the late 

primary/early intermediate level without formal instruction
❒	 is acquiring reading skills according to Ministry guidelines
❒	 is acquiring written language skills according to Ministry guidelines
❒	 is developing visual-motor integration and fine motor skills
❒	 is acquiring math concepts, computation and/or problem solving 

skills according to Ministry guidelines

school 
Behavior

Academic 
Progress

social 
Development

learner 
Characteristics

Family*

1st language
Acquisition

Usually the child:
❒	does not appear to be a risk taker
❒	appears to be immature and/or exhibit inappropriate social behavior
❒	appears to have low self-esteem
❒	appears to lack confidence

❒	rarely or never attempts to communicate in French
❒	 is frustrated by difficulty communicating in French
❒	does not attend school regularly 
❒	does not have well established work habits:

__ has difficulty staying on task
__ has difficulty completing assignments
__ has weak listening skills
__ displays lack of involvement
__ is disorganized

The family (i.e. primary care givers):
❒	appears to have strong reservations about French immersion 

schooling
❒	Notes from parent interview(s):

Usually the child:
❒	does not appear to have a well established first language in terms 

of understanding, oral expression, and vocabulary
❒	appears to have experienced significant developmental delays in the 

first language:
__ semantic and/or syntactic development
__ receptive and/or expressive language skills

❒	does not communicate well verbally
❒	appears to have weak verbal reasoning skills
❒	has articulation and/or phonological difficulties in conjunction with 

other possible risk factors

❒	appears to have auditory processing difficulties:
__ discrimination
__ memory
__ sequencing

❒	appears to be hesitant when presented with new learning situations
❒	appears to have difficulty retaining information presented visually 

and/or auditorily
❒	has family history of learning difficulty in reading, writing, spelling, 

and/or math

❒	 is making slower progress in French immersion based on Ministry 
guidelines

❒	has difficulty with receptive and/or expressive language skills in 
French

❒	appears to be experiencing undue stress and frustration related to 
curriculum demands of the French immersion program

❒	has difficulty handling the dual language curricula and work load at 
the intermediate level

❒	 is having difficulty acquiring reading skills based on Ministry 
guidelines
__ sight vocabulary
__ decoding (sound-symbol association)
__ comprehension

❒	 is having difficulty acquiring written language skills:
__ organizing thoughts on paper
__ sequencing
__ mechanics (i.e., punctuation, capitalization)
__ spelling
__ grammar

❒	 is having difficulty with visual-motor integration and/or acquiring 
fine motor skills

❒	 is having difficulty acquiring math concepts, computation and/or 

 Domains Possible success Factors Possible risk Factors

* This information must come from objective data and/or interviews from parents

Indicate factors pertinent to individual students and add comments when appropriate

Reprinted with the permission of the Vancouver School Board

* *

*
*

*
*

Note: Bold text lists possible success and risk factors which appear to particu-
larly important in French Immersion.
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Underachieving Students, continued from page 12

While several strengths were readily identi-

fied, participants also raised concerns and cited 

deficiencies in the current process. For ex-

ample, several CST members felt that there was 

insufficient information and discussion about 

a particular teacher’s curriculum planning and 

instructional practices. Team members were 

often unclear about the kinds of instructional 

strategies that should be recommended for 

students who struggle academically. Partici-

pants stated that it was a delicate balancing act 

to support a teacher and be sensitive to their 

needs, while at the same time advocating for 

changes within their classroom environment, 

and/or in their style or approach to teach-

ing students who are struggling academically. 

The current process could more thoroughly 

emphasize, as Baca (1990) would propose it 

should, the need for varied teaching strategies, 

learning activities and multiple ways to modify 

curriculum. To improve, team members need 

to be more diligent in systematically using 

documents that offer specific suggestions and 

provide teachers with research-based instruc-

tional ideas.

In addition to the issue of instituting appro-

priate instructional adaptations, participants 

discussed concerns about testing practices. 

Before beginning the assessment process, 

parents are informed that best practice in im-

mersion schools, as well as second language 

research recommend that testing for possible 

learning difficulties be conducted in the child’s 

first language (English) in combination with 

other assessment tools that include a sampling 

of skills in both languages (Alberta Educa-

tion, 1997). To ensure reliability and validity, a 

number of state-mandated standardized testing 

instruments must be administered in English. 

A standardized assessment in French-only is 

not advisable (Demers, 1994; Swain 1984; 

Wiss, 1987) until such instruments represent a 

national sample of French immersion children 

(Wiss, 1987). However, reflecting on what 

would be considered best assessment practices 

in an immersion setting, French language diag-

nostic tests currently being used with Canadian 

French immersion students should be explored 

for possible use within this immersion pro-

gram. With these data a more complete profile 

of the child’s strengths and weaknesses in both 

languages would likely be obtained. 

Alberta Education (1997) highlights the im-

portance that “tests be interpreted by someone 

with a good theoretical understanding of the 

immersion approach, someone who is able to 

judge whether and to what degree the difficul-

ties encountered are caused by transfer and in-

terference between languages or by the natural 

delays to be expected during the first few years 

of instruction in a second language” (p.108). 

This school’s CST is made up largely of mono-

lingual English speakers, with little to no prior 

education in French or the language immersion 

context. Given the importance of noting an in-

formation processing condition as part of meet-

ing SLD criteria, it is interesting that this issue 

did not surface as a special challenge when 

determining eligibility for immersion learners. 

Because processing information is inextricably 

linked to processing language, determining an 

information processing condition for a learner 

who is processing information in a second 

language would seem highly complex. In retro-

spect, this general oversight may reflect a lack 

of awareness of the complexity of processing 

a second language and its impact on learn-

ing and assessment results. Second language 

programs, such as immersion schools, need to 

be sensitive to this information by providing 

training and support for a monolingual staff. 

Close dialogue with bilingual people who are 

knowledgeable about second language acquisi-

tion and immersion education is necessary for 

special services teams in order that they might 

be more accurate with assessment procedures 

and interpretation of assessment outcomes. 
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Finding clarity within the complexity of these 

issues requires communication with the parents 

and a wide variety of educational specialists, ob-

servations of the child in diverse settings, viewing 

work samples in both languages, and proceeding 

with caution. Comprehensive input and assess-

ment data enrich the discussions when discern-

ing if a child’s problems are environmental, 

developmental or related to neuropsychological 

functioning. Initially, such information helps to 

determine if an assessment was appropriate; in 

the end, it helps to determine eligibility for SLD 

special education services.

It is hoped that all immersion schools have 

parent-sensitive Child Study Teams and interim 

support services available in both languages of 

instruction, but the reality may not be so. Profes-

sional support services such as these are key to 
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order@rigby.com
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Enriquez, G., Inskeep, J. H., 

Ibarra-Johnson, S., and Ulibarrí, 

J. (2002). Formando palabras 

en español: Making words in 

Spanish using the Four-Blocks 

Strategy. Greensboro, NC:  Carson 

Dellosa Publishing. 
dents to practice their skills at home and helps 

parents learn an easy way to support their 

young readers.

A “tried but true” recipe that we find suc-

cessful to implant vocabulary is the use of 

flashcards, matching word with picture. Games 

such as Concentration and Bingo are effective 

and fun for first graders. For students needing 

additional remediation, the reading specialist 

initially focuses on high frequency words such 

as the days of the week, months of the year, 

colors, shapes, etc. Patterned writing is also 

effective for solidifying frequent patterns in 

Spanish such as me gusta for which students 

often use the horrifying yo me gusta.

For a percentage of all students, early litera-

cy learning can be challenging in the first lan-

guage. For immersion students, this challenge 

is even more complex and demanding. With 

the use of the practices outlined above, the 

majority of our Spanish immersion students 

acquire the skills to transition into reading au-

thentic literature.  ❍

Reading Support, continued from p. 8

Underachieving Students, continued from previous page

accurately diagnosing second language learners, 

or rather foreign language learners in the im-

mersion context, with learning disabilities. It can 

only be hoped that school districts will make the 

CST process a priority with each building staff 

and provide the necessary training and time for 

teachers to become effective problem solvers in 

their efforts to advocate for and instruct all dual 

language learners appropriately.   ❍

First-grade teacher Jodie Hall works with an emerging reader at Nitrauer Elementary.
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The Bridge: From research To PracTice

Introduction
One of the more complex and persistent challenges confronting educators in language immersion 
programs is the issue of the under-performing learner. In immersion programs students receive a 
minimum of 50% of their subject matter instruction in a second language. Through this experience 
they are expected to acquire the subject matter knowledge and concurrently build proficiency in the 
second language. Research evidence lends clear support that for many students language immersion 
programs are a successful means to both of these end goals (Genesee, 1987; Turnbull, Lapkin, & 
Hart, 2001). 

While research strongly indicates that immersion programs can achieve their stated goals of aca-
demic achievement and high levels of proficiency and literacy in English and the immersion lan-
guage, there is also evidence that many students enrolled in these programs struggle and eventually 
leave the program. After a review of the literature on studies investigating the topic of transfer, Stern 
(1991) approximates transfer rates from French immersion to non-immersion programs for Cana-
dian K-6 students at between 40-50%. 

Several studies have examined the reasons behind student transfer. Survey data collected in the late 
1970s and early 1980s in Canada’s French immersion programs found that poor academic achieve-
ment and frustration were frequently cited by parents and teachers as the main reasons for an im-
mersion student leaving the program and attending a non-immersion program instead (Bruck, 1979; 
Kamin, 1980; Morrison, Pawley, & Bonyun, 1979). In an effort to examine the critical factors that 
might predict transfer before it occurred, Bruck (1985) analyzed data gathered from immersion 
teachers, immersion students who were struggling academically, and their parents before reach-
ing a decision about transfer. She found that non-academic variables, specifically—learner-identified 
discomfort speaking French in front of the class and teacher-identified classroom behavior issues, 
proved to be more predictive of opting out of immersion than academic variables related to a child’s 
reading skill or ability to provide a high level of detail in the oral production task. 

Hayden (1988) sought to shed further light on the reasons for students leaving immersion and de-
signed a study to investigate perspectives from parents, teachers, and the students themselves. Her 
participant pool consisted of 28 elementary-level students, 18 boys and 10 girls, and their parents 
and teachers. Consistent across all participant groups was the identification of difficulties with lan-

Katy Arnett, Baltimore County Public Schools
Tara Fortune, University of Minnesota, Minneapolis, MN

Strategies for Helping Underperforming  
Immersion Learners Succeed
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guage arts, in the primary grades reading and decoding in French and in the upper elementary grades 
reading and writing in French and English. Teachers described the language arts challenge as trouble 
with grammar, vocabulary assignments and writing tasks. In grades 1 and 2 teacher-identified strug-
gles focused largely on decoding text. In the words of one of the first graders, “I got reading wrong” 
(p. 232).

More recently, Keep (1993) carried out a dissertation study on the issue of attrition in the French im-
mersion programs of Canada. She collected data on 37 immersion students who successfully complet-
ed ten years in immersion programs and compared them with 34 students who transferred out of im-
mersion by grade 6, and 54 Grade 1-6 students still participating in the program. Within the transfer 
student group, she found that twice as many were male as female. All were functioning between one 
to two or more years below grade level, the vast majority (94%) were referred and assessed because of 
academic difficulties, and 85% demonstrated cognitive processing weaknesses particularly in the areas 
of memory, language, and visual perception. Students who transferred out of the program differed 
significantly from successful immersion students who displayed significantly higher IQ scores in both 
verbal and nonverbal domains, and overall performed at or above grade-level in school. If referred for 
assessment, the successful students were referred for concerns related to a need for enrichment, or 
social-motivational, emotional-behavioral and visual perceptual issues.

In summary, research findings are inconsistent with regards to whether students eventually leave 
the immersion program for primarily academic or non-academic concerns. However, the majority 
of studies suggest that under-achievement and academic difficulty with reading and language arts in 
particular are necessary, if insufficient, factors in student transfer. Thus, the question becomes how 
can immersion programs improve support for students who are struggling academically and create a 
classroom environment that meets the needs of a wide range of learners? 

In August 2003, during one of the Center for Ad-
vanced Research on Language Acquisition’s week-long 
immersion institutes, a group of 36 educators gathered 
to examine research on language and learning disor-
ders in dual language educational settings and discuss 
implications for teaching and learning. Most of the 
participants were experienced immersion teachers. All 
were interested in learning about instructional adapta-
tions known to be effective with learners who may be 
language or learning disabled and are learning content 
through a language they are still acquiring. The goal 
was to consider ways to create as inclusive an immer-
sion learning environment as possible. 

One of the invited presenters, Katy Arnett, focused 
on strategies that teachers could feasibly incorporate 

into their planning and pedagogies to make the learning experience more accessible to those students 
who were not performing to the best of their abilities. Here she shares some of the techniques that 
she focused on at the institute in an effort to help us further our understanding of effective teaching 
for under-performing learners. This BRIDGE Insert will now therefore shift from the theoretical to the 
practical, as Katy describes practices that can make the language immersion experience more reward-
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ing for every student.

Inclusive Instruction in the Language Immersion Classroom
In any classroom, teachers face a student population that represents a spectrum of interests, motiva-
tions, ability, potential, and success. The immersion setting is no different, but because of the pivotal 
role of the L2 in the learning process, teachers must ensure that the techniques that comprise their 
pedagogies must simultaneously facilitate the perception, comprehension, and expression of the L2 
and of the content under study.

The strategies presented on the next pages are those that I have found in my own teaching to be use-
ful when addressing diverse learner needs in a language learning setting where the foreign language 
is used as a medium for instruction. To facilitate a better understanding of when these strategies 
would be of most use, I’ve organized this discussion according to the three stages of learning—per-
ception (input), processing (deciphering/organizing), and expression (output). Each of the four 
language skills or modalities—listening, speaking, reading, and writing— is activated in two differ-
ent learning stages. For example, listening skills are necessary to facilitate perception (stage 1) as well 
as the processing of information (stage 2). Thus, the strategies you choose to help a particular learner 
or group of learners better negotiate one of the skill areas must address both stages of the learning 
process that are engaged during the skill’s use in order to fully surmount any challenges.
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1. Strategies to Facilitate Perception 
(Listening, Reading)

˛ Provide additional time 

This is probably the easiest of all of the strategies. If a student has a lower 
proficiency in the target language, it will take him/her longer to figure 
out what is happening. Wait nine seconds before restating/rephrasing a 
question. If you immediately call on the first student who puts his/her 
hand up, you are not assessing how well the student understands, but 
instead, how fast it takes a student to perceive, process, and express an 
answer. When working with texts, give students with lower proficiency 
a few more minutes to completely get through the material. If you ask a 
student who did not have enough time to finish reading a question about 
the end of the passage, what exactly does that prove?

˛ Regularly use visual or graphic representations of 
concepts

This strategy works particularly well for vocabulary acquisition. Books 
geared to young learners are typically full of pictures. The pictures not 
only help capture the children’s attention, but they help to focus their 
decoding attention. Learners can begin to figure out the messages being 
conveyed in text by looking at what is happening in the picture. In ad-
dition, using the images helps learners later to organize their knowledge 
because they have established a connection between a word/concept and 
its visual representation. However, any time you use such representa-
tions, you must make explicit the association you are conveying between 
the concept and representation (e.g., if you use a picture showing Rodin’s 
The Thinker to represent the verb “to think,” not necessarily the noun 
“the thinker,” you must articulate this to the students.) 

˛ Present the same information using different modalities

Not every student learns best by listening or reading; some may need to 
touch or move something in order to fully grasp the significance of the 
concept. When you are presenting information to students, never rely 
on only one modality or skill to convey your message. If you do so, you 
are automatically putting those students who do not learn best in that 
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NOTESmodality at a disadvantage.

2. Strategies to Facilitate Processing 
(Listening, Speaking, Reading, Writing)

˛ Teach and regularly use mnemonic devices (e.g., My Very 
Educated Mother Just Served Us Nine Pizzas is used to help 
remember the order of the planets in the solar system.)

Mnemonic devices organize information for learners; they can imme-
diately begin focusing on how they are going to use this information to 
express their understanding of the concept. Mnemonic devices can be 
created using any group of related words or concepts—and it makes a 
great party game if you are having trouble doing it alone!

˛ Chunk the task/concept into smaller steps/ideas (e.g., 
listing all of the steps a student should follow when doing 
long division) 

By breaking down tasks or concepts into smaller steps, students do not 
become too overwhelmed by all of the material; it is much easier to order 
a body of knowledge that is limited in scope. However, while chunk-
ing does help focus student attention on the here and now, it also builds 
anticipation for the resolution, because students become invested in how 
each stage will be contributing to the end product. 

˛ Use graphic organizers regularly throughout a unit

Graphic organizers allow students to immediately see the relationship 
between groups of ideas, the significance of certain concepts, and, as the 
name implies, orders the information the students need. For example, 
since I introduced the Phraseburger (a 4-foot-plus foam hamburger I 
made in which all of the parts of speech are represented by a component 
of the burger) and showed my students how a whole olive (a preposi-
tion) cannot balance the bottom of the hamburger (the end of the sen-
tence), my students no longer write sentences that end with prepositions. 
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NOTES Telling them this until I was blue in the face probably would not have 
had the same result.

3. Strategies to Facilitate Expression 
(Speaking, Writing)

˛ Ask students more questions that assess their 
knowledge at a global level

Granted, knowledge of discrete points of information is necessary in life 
(i.e., in what year did Columbus discover the New World?), but discrete-
point questions can really discourage student participation in class. If 
there is more than one right answer (or no one right answer), students 
are more willing to take a risk and participate in class, particularly if you 
are asking them to respond orally. 

˛ Accept multiple forms of expressing information 
(through art, music, movement, speaking, writing)

If a student has a tendency to flip words and letters when writing, a 
written response could give you the impression that the student has 
absolutely no grasp of the concept. Why not ask the student to tape-re-
cord his/her response instead if you don’t have access to a computer with 
spell-check? Also, if you vary how a student needs to use a productive 
skill (e.g., writing answers on a small white board as opposed to paper), 
you can really diminish student anxiety and increase motivation and 
production.

˛ Provide students with starter expressions

Sometimes, half of the battle of formulating an acceptable response is 
knowing how to begin the answer. If you are concerned about learners 
becoming too dependent on the expressions, you may want to provide 
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NOTESthem with an outline of which question structures require which an-
swer structures (e.g., in French, Est-ce que questions require a yes/no 
response.) 

Conclusion
By no means do I consider any of the strategies presented here to be 
rocket science. In fact, many of them are often identified as indicators of 

good teaching. If you are un-
sure of how or where to inte-
grate these strategies into your 
teaching, identify the technique 
that is most compatible with 
your existing pedagogy. Make 
an effort to use this strategy at 
least once a day in your les-
sons. Once you feel that you 
are doing this strategy auto-
matically and feel satisfied with 
the results it is producing, try 
another technique. It does not 
have to be one of the strategies 
suggested here; it could be a 
technique that you have gener-
ated yourself based on your 
students’ needs. In addition, do 
not be afraid to ask the students 
for feedback. Even very young 
learners can articulate how they 

feel about something you are doing in your classroom, and older ones 
might be able to tell you what would work better for them instead of 
what of you are doing. 

Over the years, I have come to view teaching classrooms full of diverse 
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Some Useful Websites for Working LD Students:
Instructional Teaching Tips for Students with Learning Disabilities

The Learning Tool Box
www.ldonline.org/teaching/tool_box.html

What is the Learning Tool Box?
The Learning Toolbox is an instructional resource website for secondary students with LD and 
ADHD, teachers, and parents. The major objective of the project is to field test the website which 
is designed to help secondary students with LD and ADHD become more effective learners using 
research-based strategies. It is designed for independent use by students; use by special education 
teachers following a systematic, direct teaching approach, and use by parents who want to help 
their children learn. 

The Learning Toolbox is not an informational website; rather, it is an instructional website. The 
criteria of navigability, accessibility, and usability are being used as the basis for the field testing. 
The Learning Toolbox is unique in two respects: 1) it uses research-based special educational 
instructional approaches as the basis for the content of the website, and 2) its development took 
into consideration the unique characteristics of students with LD and ADHD. 

The Learning Toolbox uses a combined strategy instruction and direct instruction approach, 
which has been found to be the most effective model for improved treatment outcomes for stu-
dents with LD. We are examining the issue of whether research-supported methodology that has 
proven effective in traditional face-to-face instructional settings can be effective using the elec-
tronic medium of the internet. In addition, we are exploring the challenges presented by students 
with cognitive disabilities so that they can benefit from electronic instruction. 

The Instant Access Treasure Chest 
The Foreign Language Teacher’s Guide to Learning Disabilities

www.fln.vcu.edu/ld/conf.html 

The handouts listed below were provided to attendees of sessions by Sonja Moore (Virginia Com-
monwealth University) and Frank Moore (Longwood College) at the Foreign Language Associa-
tion of Virginia (FLAVA) Conference at the Hyatt Richmond, VA, the American Council on the 
Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL) Conference at the Anaheim Hilton, CA, and the Southern 
Conference on Language Teaching (SCOLT) Conference in Mobile, AL.

• What are the disabilities that affect learning? • What is ADHD? 
• What is dyslexia? • What is ADD? 
• What is dysgraphia? • Students with disabilities and the law 
• What is dyscalculia? • General classroom strategies for all students 
• What are language deficits? • Strategies for visual learners 
• What are visual deficits? • Strategies for auditory learners 
• What are auditory deficits? • How to deal with listening activities? 
• Characteristics of students with phonological  • Reading strategies
 processing deficits  • Writing strategies




