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ABSTRACf 

The purpose of this monograph is ta discuss the experiments conducted by Ronald 

Trites and Margaret Bruck with regard ta learning difficulties in early French immersion 

programs. Bath authors attempt ta answer the question of suitability of such programs for 

ali children. The ensuing controversy is highlighted as bath authors arrive at divergent 

answers. Trites insists that children with a maturational lag in the temporal lobes of the 

brain are unsuited for such a program whereas Bruck demonstrates through her studies that 

such children who continue in French Immersion have the same difficulties as those in a 

traditional English program but suffer no cognitive setbacks. The two opposing pales are 

united by Corrinne Wiss through her proposai that there exists a sub-group of children who 

does not benefit from an early French immersion program due ta a developmental 

immaturity (not a learning disability) which is outgrown in time. However, she acknow­

ledges the existence of children with learning disabilities and insists that such learning 

impaired children need to continue their studies in French with the help of French 

remediation as they do not seem ta be able to learn a second language in a regular French 

as-a-second language class. 
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RÉSUMÉ 

L'objectif de cette monographie est de rendre compte des études que Ronald Trites 

et Margaret Bruck ont conduites sur les difficultés d'apprentissage des apprenants de 

français langue seconde en immersion précoce. Les deux chercheurs ont essayé de trouver 

des réponses à la question suivante: L'immersion: est-elle pour tout le monde? Les deux 

chercheurs répondent de manière divergente. Trites constate que les enfants dont la 

maturation des lobes temporaux du cerveau est incomplète ne peuvent pas suivre des 

programmes d'immersion précoce. Bruck, au contraire, démontre que ces enfants éprouvent 

les mêmes difficultés que ceux inscrits dans un programme de langue maternelle anglaise. 

Corrinne Wiss tente de concilier les deux positions opposées en suggérant l'existence d'un 

sous-groupe d'enfants ne profitant pas de l'immersion précoce à cause d'un retard de 

maturation. Ce retard se perd en grandissant. Elle affirme, de plus, la réalité de l'existence 

d'enfants troublés par des difficultés d'apprentissage. Elle propose enfin que ces enfants 

continuent leurs études en français langue seconde avec de l'aide dans cette langue puisqu'il 

leur est impossible d'apprendre autrement leur langue seconde dans les classes tradition­

nelles. 
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INTRODUCfiON 

This monograph attempts to find a resolution for the long-standing conflict that 

developed out of the studies conducted by Trites and Brook concerning the placement of 

low-achieving children and French Immersion programs. In their endeavour to empirically 

establish whether such children suffer affective/cognitive setbacks when enrolled in French 

Immersion, the two researchers arrived at diametrically opposed conclusions. Trites 

uneguivocally urged the removal of academically weak students from immersion whereas 

Brook called for remediation and flexibility in the immersion curriculum in arder to 

accommodate weak students. Wiss realized through her clinical work with such children 

that Trites' recommendations are indeed valid for a sub-group of low-achievers and that 

others, however, do benefit from a bilingual education as Bruck recommended. It is through 

Wiss' new insight that the two opposing views of Trites and Brook become a workable 

whole. 

In arder to understand the dilemma educators and parents face regarding the 

suitability of early French immersion for children with learning difficulties, the Canadian 

political climate needs to be understood. Canadians pride themselves on having a 

universally accessible education system, and yet, in striving to create a bilingual population, 

unwittingly produced an elitist education program. 

It was Genesee in 1976 who first sounded fears of possible elitism in the school 

systems. Elitism had indeed become a fait accompli nurtured by Canadian federal 

government policies which provided grants to make more Anglo-Canadians, in particular 
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school children, bilingual in the hope of reducing tension between Canada's two official 

linguistic communities. Contrary to what this federal policy wished to achieve, French 

immersion tended to attract mainly a high achieving middle-class population who believe 

that educating one's children to become fluently bilingual is to increase their educational 

and job opportunities. The political reality supported this belief as federal and provincial 

civil service agencies in Canada emphasized bilingualism to obtain upper-level management 

jobs. This practice was then likewise emulated by the private sector as many management 

positions now require bilingualism (Oison and Burns, 1983). This economie reality makes 

the French immersion programs particularly attractive to the middle class who are always 

seeking advantages for their children in future job opportunities. Renee, to the English 

middle class, French immersion represents a new form of "re-skilling" (Oison and Burns, 

1983, p. 8. ), thereby solidifying or maintaining their class position. Whether Canada wants 

it or not, the public school system is functioning as a service to the elite. 

A large amount of research (Trites 1976, 1977; Bruck 1975, 1978, 1985; Genesee, 

1987; Oison and Burns, 1983) demonstrates that French immersion is clearly composed of 

the most capable and motivated students. This trend is borne out by higher test scores of 

French immersion students than by scores of regular English students. There is a feeling 

among researchers (Bruck, 1978, 1979; Corcy, 1984) that sorne of this selection takes place 

naturally by parents who express concern that the French immersion program might be an 

upsetting or confusing experience for their children and that the development of basic 

English skills might suffer. Whereas parents of early French immersion students wanted 

their children to be bilingual irregardless of their children's initial discomfort or possible loss 
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of sorne basic mother tangue skills, knowing full well the positive future economie 

implications of a bilingual education. 

Apart from this natural selection factor, schools themselves foster the elitist attitude, 

in that the immersion program is most often a highly selective one that requires students 

to attain extensive verbal and written language skills in bath English and French, where 

promotion is solely based on academie performance. The learning atmosphere in these 

classes encourages high concentration, intensive listening skills, structured learning and 

completion of specifie tasks. There is high respect for discipline and compliance, as 

disruptive behavior is not easily tolerated. The above-mentioned characteristics are very 

similar to those found in private school programs. 

French immersion programs are totally optional in nature so that it is easy to track 

Jess able children out of them. This is indeed what bas been happening since French 

immersion bas been opened to ali. Although Bruck (1975) has been arguing against this 

trend by demonstrating through ber research that Jess able children fare no worse than they 

would, were they in a regular English program. Ali of her research data (Bruck, 1975, 1978, 

1985) reveal that French immersion programs are indeed viable for a diverse range of 

students, provided that these programs are open to change and that politicians, administra­

tors and educators show commitment by supporting the child in difficulty and finding 

solutions for his/her problems within the context of the French immersion program. 

Ronald Tri tes, unwittingly, supports the elitism that French immersion programs have 

fostered to date, by proposing that children with a maturation lag should be discouraged 
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from entering the early French immersion program. He insists these children should wait 

until the maturational lag is overcome with time and should then enter a delayed or late 

French immersion program. 

It is not within the scope of this monograph to discuss the following points: 

1) The definition of a French immersion program; 

2) The superiority of early French immersion over late French immersion; 

3) Whether early French immersion programs are suitable for working class 

children, children with low IQ or children from minority groups; 

4) Early immersion programs as found in the United States. 

However, what will be discussed is the controversy that evolved out of the research 

conducted by Trites (1976, 1977) and Bruck (1975, 1978, 1985); and finally how Wiss (1989) 

in ber article cleverly realized the positive points of both Bruck's and Trites' findings, 

thereby amalgamating them into a new workable concept. 

Chapter one will describe the four experiments conducted by Trites, followed by the 

recommendations he drew from his data. The chapter will close with an explanation of the 

barrage of criticism that followed his publications. Chapter two analyzes Bruck's 

experiments re garding the suitability of French immersion programs for ali children. From 

these studies Bruck brings forth sorne powerful recommendations; these will be enumerated. 

The chapter will end with studies of researchers supporting Bruck's findings. Finally, 

chapter three will review the paper published by Wiss (1989) citing a case study which 

clearly supports Trites' recommendations. However, in this paper Wiss also refers to her 
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other case study (1987) where the results support Bruck's contentions unequivocally. By 

bringing these two differing conclusions together, Wiss successfully unites the up-to-now 

opposing findings to stimulate research in the new direction uncovered by ber innovative 

resolution of the above-stated controversy. 
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CHAPTER 1 

1.1 Trites' Experiments: 

Dr. Ronald L. Trites works at the Neuropsychology Laboratory at the Royal Ottawa 

Hospital. Here children with learning disabilities are tested in arder ta find the origin, and 

ta determine the severity of their learning difficulty. The testing is then followed up with 

the appropriate remediai programs. 

Schools in the Ottawa area introduced French immersion programs in 1969/70 at the 

kindergarten level. These programs were referred ta as early French immersion programs. 

In the ensuing years an increasing number of children from these programs were 

experiencing learning difficulties and were often referred ta Trites at the Neuropsychology 

Laboratory for assessment. Trites was struck by the brightness of many of the children in 

therapy. They did not seem ta demonstrate law intelligence, language impairment or 

evidence of gross brain dysfunction. They appeared ta be weil adjusted, coming from warm, 

supportive families. 

Trites was drawn into four studies funded by the Department of Education of 

Ontario. The first was conducted by Trites and his colleague M. A. Priee (1976). The aim 

of this study was ta determine if there was a characteristic neuropsychological test profile 

based on extensive individual testing of children who were having difficulty in early French 

immersion. Tri tes then wanted ta determine if this test profile resembled in any significant 

way the test profile of children with more standard Iearning disabilities. 
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This first study was open to bias as pointed out by Stern et al. (1976), as ali children 

participating in it bad been referred to the clinic for the purpose of uncovering reasons for 

their school failure. Trites and his co-worker Priee were sensitive to this bias, consequently 

found it important to cross-validate the results with a non-selected group of children who 

bad not been referred for neuropsychological or other assessments. This second study 

(Trites and Priee, 1977) was also aimed at discovering the validity of the results obtained 

in Study I and at gathering further information which would clarify the obtained results to 

a greater extent. 

Trites' third study (Trites, 1978-79; 1984) consisted of a small follow-up study by 

retesting children who bad participated in the original French immersion group of Study I. 

He wanted to determine the extent of their progress after they bad been transferred to an 

English program. He felt that if their original learning difficulty was particular to the 

second-language nature of the French immersion program, they would accelerate their 

learning following enrolment in the English program. On the other hand, if their original 

difficulties were simply a manifestation of a generalized language difficulty they would 

experience learning difficulties following the switch to the English stream similar in nature 

to the kind encountered in French immersion. 

The results of Tri tes' first three studies gave him reason to believe that it is possible 

to identify by means of neuropsychological test scores, characteristics of children who will 

most likely experience learning problems in early French immersion programs. Hence, in 

his fourth and last study (Trites 1984; 1985), Trites sought to identify the children 
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susceptible to failure in French immersion prior to being enrolled in an early French 

immersion program. He devised a test battery to achieve this end. 

In this chapter the four studies conducted by Trites will be detailed, followed by his 

interpretations, and ending with an analysis of the criticism levelled at his studies by Stern, 

Cummins and Genesee. 

1.2 Study I (1976): 

Subjects: 

Trites decided to compare test results of eight different groups of children. He was 

able to choose from over 2,000 subjects who bad been referred to the Neurological 

Laboratory for testing. Four of the eight groups were chosen along linguistic lines and the 

other four were composed of more traditional school problems. The last four groups were 

not affected by language as these were English-speaking children attending English-speaking 

programs. Children with multiple diagnoses such as reading disability plus emotional 

disturbance or reading disability with minimal brain dysfunction were not included in these 

groups. Ali groups were matched as closely as possible to the French immersion groups for 

age, sex and IQ. There were 32 children in each group, ali of whom, irrespective of which 

group they belonged to, were experiencing difficulty in school. Also included in this study 

was a type of control group composed of eight French immersion students succeeding in 

their studies. A total of 264 children participated in this study. 
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Language Groups: 

1) French Immersion: 

Children who had attended early French immersion, but who had either been 

switched to an English language program or were experiencing considerable difficulty in the 

French immersion program. 

2) Anglophone Children in Francophone Schools: 

This group of children resembled the French immersion group, since they spoke 

English at home but French in the classroom. 

3) Other Ethnie Backgrounds in Anglophone Schools: 

For this group of children the home language was other than French or English. It 

included children with German, Italian, Dutch, Polish, Chinese as weil as other language 

backgrounds. 

4) Francophones in Francophone Schools: 

This group of French-speaking children was attending French schools. 
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11Traditional" Problem Groups: 

1) Primary Reading Disability: 

These were children with serions reading problems and problems related to language 

arts skills. They met ali the criteria of primary reading disabilities such as average 

intelligence or greater, no evidence of gross psychopathology, no gross neurological 

disturbance, as wel1 as adequate motivation. Indeed, a group of children with very similar 

characteristics to the French immersion group. 

2) Hyperactive: 

These children met the standard criteria of hyperactivity which included the Connor's 

Parent and Teacher Ra ting Scale scores of over 1.5, a physician's diagnosis of hyperactivity 

as weil as a laboratory diagnosis of hyperactivity. The children also bad to manifest a 

learning difficulty to qualify for this group. 

3) Behaviour and Personality Problems: 

Psychiatrists diagnosed these children as having adjustment problems and also 

evidenced a learning disability. 

4) Minimal Brain Dysfunction: 

These children were diagnosed by a neurologist and/or pediatrician as having 

minimal brain dysfunction. This diagnosis was usually based on history, physical and 

neurological examination, and mild or moderate electroencephalogram (EEG) abnormality. 
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The traditional problem groups of children were included to see if children who bad 

difficulty in French immersion resembled, in significant ways, children who usually were 

found to have difficulty in a school setting. 

Procedure: 

From each participating child an extensive information history was gathered such as 

birth history, developmental milestones, medical and neurological history, social and 

emotional development, family relations, socio-economic level and school performance. 

This information was obtained through various sources: parents, school authority, social 

agencies and physicians. Each child also received an extensive sixto eight-hour neurological 

examination which consisted of the following tests: Wechsler Intelligence Scale for 

Children, Raven Progressive Matrices Test, Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test, Halstead­

Reitan tests which are adapted for children including Halstead Category Test, Tactual 

Performance Test, Finger Tapping Rates, Fine Manipulative Skills, Steadiness, Maze 

Coordination, Foot Tapping Rates, Sensory Recognition, Boston Speech Perception Test, 

Frostic Visual Perceptual Battery, Illinois Test of Psycholinguistic Abilities, Knox Cube Test, 

Lateral Dominance Test, Developmental Drawing Test, Wide Range Achievement Test, 

Early School Personality Questionnaire, Vineland Social Maturity Scale, Myklebust Pupil 

Rating Scale, Connor's Teacher's Questionnaire, Connor's Parent's Questionnaire. French 

achievement levels were tested with the Test de Rendement
1
français 1973-74 (Trites 1984). 
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Results: 

The French immersion difficulty group stood out because of its high IQ, excellent 

motor and sensory functions, in spite of which it had the poorest performance of ali the 

groups on a complex psychomotor problem-solving test, the Tactual Performance Test 

(TPT), except for anglophones in francophone schools and the minimal brain dysfunction 

group. The poor TPT results became especially visible when age and IQ were restricted. 

The poor TPT is the pivotai point of Trites' experiments and therefore needs to be defined. 

The description of it given by Trites is quite succinct: "On this test the child is blindfolded 

and required to place six or eight blacks ( depending on age) of various shapes and sizes into 

a board, first with the dominant hand, then with the non-dominant hand, and finally with 

bath hands together. The time required for each of the three trials is recorded. After 

completing the task, the blindfold is removed and the child is required to draw board and 

blacks from memory, attempting to keep them in correct spatial position. Clinical 

interpretation of performance levels on this test is quite difficult but under certain stringent 

conditions (adequate motivation, adequate intelligence, no evidence of severe motor or 

sensory disability, no gross psychopathology), performance on this test has specifie 

implications with regard to adequacy of functioning of the temporal lobes. It is well 

established in neuropsychological literature that the temporal lobes are important brain 

structures for subserving language, memory and auditory perceptual functions." (Trites 

1978/79, pp. 78-79) 

In summary, the test results indicated to Trites a strong correlation between the 

results of the TPT and children experiencing difficulty in primary French immersion. This 
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group of students could be singled out as a unique group since they differed significantly 

from aJl seven groups tested. As a group they stood out from the eight groups as being 

young, bright and highly motivated, who experienced no difficulty on basic motor and 

sensory tests, having a well-developed English vocabulary and yet performed the poorest on 

a test highly sensitive to the functioning of the temporal lobe regions of the brain. This left 

no doubt for Trites that these results indicate a temporal lobe maturational lag in the 

French immersion difficulty group. 

1.3 Study II (1977): 

Subjects: 

Sixteen children (Drop-outs) who bad dropped out of the primary French immersion 

program of one school during the school years 1971- 1976 for academie reasons, were asked 

to participate in this study. This group of children was matched for age, sex and having 

attended the same kindergarten French immersion class with the 16 control children 

(Contrais) who were still in French immersion and doing weil. 

Procedure: 

Each one of the 32 participa ting children received the neuropsychological test battery 

( see above) as weil as a battery of reading sub-skills tests. An extensive his tory of each child 

was collected as was done in Study I. The TPT was investigated in depth in arder to cross­

valida te the findings of Study 1. 
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Results: 

On the TPT the Contrais significantly outperformed the Drop-outs on the time per 

black measure with the left band and dominant band trials. Furthermore, the Drop-outs 

performed significantly more poorly in terms of the total time of the right band and bath 

band trials as weil as on the spatial location component of the TPT. Lastly, on the memory 

component, the Contrais once more significantly outdid the Drop-outs. 

As was the case in Study I, the neuropsychological test profiles of the Drop-outs and 

Controls were substantially different, highlighting once again the uniqueness of the French 

immersion difficulty group, namely the Drop-outs. 

The findings of Study II substantiate that there is a significant psychomotor problem­

solving deficit in the younger children which was not found in the aider group. This finding 

is compatible with the maturational lag hypothesis. The lag was evident in children below 

the age of nine, but this deficit disappeared as the child matures and passes age nine or ten. 

In summary, Trites was satisfied with his initial conclusion regarding learning disabled 

children attending French immersion programs. The second test results indicated to him 

once again that these children have a specifie learning disability characterized by a unique 

pattern of deficits on neuropsychological tests which suggest a maturational lag in the 

temporal lobe regions of the brain. 
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1.4 Study III (called Follow-up Study by Trites) (1978-79): 

Subjects: 

32 of the original French immersion Iearning difficulty group of Study 1 were to be 

re-tested but only 24 of them could be located for reassessment. 

Procedure: 

Each one of the 24 participa ting children was tested individually on a battery of tests 

which included: Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children, Wide Range Achievement Test, 

Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test, Illinois Test of Psycholinguistic Abilities, Boston Speech 

Perception Test, Connor's Parent's and Teacher's Questionnaires, Myklebust Pupil Rating 

Scale and TPT. 

Results: 

All 24 children had switched to the English-language program. They showed 

significant improvement in their reading and spelling skills in English as weil as English 

vocabulary. None of the 24 children tested needed learning-disability class placement in the 

English program, nor did their teachers categorize any one of them as having any learning 

disability. 

Those children who still were below the age of nine or ten continued to demonstrate 

difficulty with the TPT, whereas those children who were ten years of age or older 

performed normally on this test. 
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In summary, the results according to Trites suggest that these children do not have 

a primary language disorder or a generalized learning difficulty but rather have a specifie 

learning difficulty affecting their ability to be educated in a second language at an early age. 

Trites interprets these results to be consistent with the maturationallag hypothesis, namely 

that there is evidence of a psychomotor problem - deficit in the early ages which appears 

to resolve itself after the age of nine or ten. 

1.5 Study IV (1984): 

In this study the children were evaluated over a three-year period: 

a) at the age of four in English Kindergarten; 

b) at the age of five in French immersion Kindergarten; 

c) at the age of six in grade one. 

a) The Four-Y ear-Old-Kindergarten Study: 

Subjects: 

English speaking parents who had indicated their intention of enrolling their child 

in the 5-year-old French immersion kindergarten were asked to participate in this early 

identification study. 200 children received written parental permission. 
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Procedure: 

Ali the kindergarten teachers of the participa ting schools filled out a brief rating scale 

for each child in their classes. They also distributed a questionnaire to the parents of ali 

their 4-year-old kindergarten classes. In this way, information on ali 1,330 children enrolled 

in these classes was obtained. The teachers' rating provided information about those 

characteristics deemed important by the teachers in advising whether or not a child should 

be enrolled in French immersion. The questionnaire to the parents enabled Trites to gather 

biographical and background information on the children, on their parents and on their 

homes, in the hope of identifying characteristics of children that parents find important in 

program selection, and to provide a basis for assessing the representativeness of children 

enrolled in French immersion kindergarten. 

In addition to the teacher rating scale and questionnaire for parents, the 200 children 

scheduled to enter French immersion in kindergarten submitted to a variety of test measures 

and behaviour rating. For this purpose, five tests were selected from Circus: An 

Assessment Program for Pre-primary Children, numbers 2, 5, 7, 9, 13. In addition, each 

child was given a battery of ten psychometrie tests, namely: WPPSI, Peabody Picture 

Vocabulary Test, Raven's Coloured Matrices, WRAT, Measures of Hand Dominance, 

Tactual Performance Test, Colour Naming Word Segmentation, Renfrew Action Picture 

Test, Test Behaviour Observation Guide, Connor's Teacher's Questionnaire, Pupil Rating 

Scale (Trites, 1984). 
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Resu]ts: 

The teacher ratings of 1,330 children showed a strong trend when teachers were 

asked whether or not they advised French immersion enrollment for a child. This trend was 

to advise French immersion enrolment for children who were considered to be average in 

ability, socially mature and motivated. 

The questionnaire filled out by the parents showed sorne differences between 

children who were to enter the French immersion program and those who were to enter the 

English program. For the French immersion group, these were: 

1) a slight tendency for a greater number of fe males; 

2) a significant higher socio-economic status; 

3) parents themselves were more interested in speaking French. 

The 200 children that were assessed individually on a psychometrie test battery, performed 

well on ali measures as a group. 

Results: 

Analyzing the above-rated information, Trites concluded that this group of 200 

children about to enter French immersion kindergarten was composed of very capable 

youngsters who were rated highly by their teachers, came from advantaged socio-economic 

backgrounds, and performed very weil on the psychometrie tests. 

It was also found that parents and teachers unanimously recommended French 

immersion enrolment for children with very high test results. If parents enrolled their 

children in French immersion contrary to their teacher's advice, the figures showed that 
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these children performed more poorly on the Tactual Performance Test, expressive language 

skills, Colour Naming Test, readiness skills for reading, spelling and arithmetic than did 

children recommended for French immersion. This non-recommended group also 

demonstrated more behaviour problems and less competency as rated by teachers and 

research staff. 

In summary, Trites concludes that the results indicate a discernible pattern of 

differences about children entering French immersion kindergarten and English kindergar­

ten. 

b) The Five-Y ear-Olds in French Immersion Kindergarten Study: 

Subjects: 

Of the 200 children involved in the four-year-old kindergarten study, 159 were still 

enrolled in French immersion kindergarten. These 159 children participated in this study. 

Procedure: 

Comparative analysis was performed based on information obtained from the 4-year­

old English kindergarten study test results and their standing in the French immersion 

kindergarten in arder to ascertain the predictive quality of the initial tests. 

Results: 

It was found that IQ was the predicting achievement measure for English language 

progress but it was not as important in predicting achievement in French. The Tactual 
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Performance Test scores were predictive for French language measures but not for the 

English ones. 

In summary, Trites felt that these results tended to strongly suggest that measures 

obtained in 4-year-old kindergarten were indeed related to subsequent achievement in the 

French immersion program. 

c) The Grade One Study: 

Subjects: 

At the end of grade one, 124 of the original 200 children were still in the French 

immersion program. 25 children were clearly identified as Drop-outs from this program 

because of academie difficulty. Bath the Drop-outs and the French immersion children were 

from similar backgrounds in terms of socio-economic status, sex, and preschool experience. 

Ail 124 children continued to participate in this study. 

Procedure: 

It was examined to see if the advice of the 4- and 5-year-old kindergarten teachers 

was reliable in predicting who would drop out of the French immersion program. It was 

not. The teachers rated the children in terms of ability, social maturation and motivation. 

The grade one French immersion children and the Drop-out group did not differ 

significantly in this area. 
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Once again the test results from the four-year-old kindergarten testing were 

compared to how well the group was performing in grade one and to see if it was accurate 

in predicting who would most likely drop out of French immersion. 

Results: 

The French immersion group was ali-round brighter than the Drop-out group, yet this 

latter group was by no means deficient in terms of readiness skills or IQ. It was of great 

interest to Trites to find that the French immersion Drop-out group performed significantly 

poorer on the TPT even when Full Scale IQ was controlled statistically. These findings 

were consistent with those in the previous studies. 

It was noted that the Drop-out group responded weil to English language instruction 

and was progressing normally in the regular English stream. This result seemed to suggest 

that these children's difficulties were in French language skills only. 

The 124 children that still attended French immersion were also subdivided into high 

and law achievers in arder to determine if the results obtained from the initial testing were 

predictive of this trend. The children in these groups were classified correctly into their 

groups between 80% - 100% accuracy on the basis of the four-year-old kindergarten battery 

tests. 
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Discussion: 

Trites was able to predict with extreme accuracy young children who would most 

likely encounter difficulty in an early French immersion program, drop out of the program 

or progress very satisfactorily in it, by using a combination of 14 tests that was given at the 

end of four-year-old kindergarten. The four studies discussed above indicated that children 

who encountered difficulty in French immersion had a unique pattern of skills and deficits 

characterized by a high IQ, excellent motor and sensory function along with normal 

perceptual and language functions, but performed poorly on the TPT. The findings were 

interpreted as evidence of a maturational lag in the temporal lobe regions of the brain 

which, with age, would disappear. Because the findings showed this lag to be age related, 

Trites came to the conclusions stated below. 

1.6 Trites' Conclusions: 

Tri tes felt that his four interrelated studies demonstrated that the neuropsychological 

test profile of chi1dren experiencing difficulties in the French immersion program is quite 

different from that of children successful in the same program. This profile is distinct from 

that of children who have primary reading disability, emotional disturbance, hyperactivity 

as well as minimal brain dysfunction. Trites maintains that the statistical results indicate the 

main identifying measure on the test battery to be the TPT, a neuropsychological measure 

sensitive to the temporal lobe regions of the brain. The neuropsychological litera ture cited 
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by Trites (1976) seems to uphold his contention that the temporal lobes play an important 

role in memory, language and auditory perceptual functions. 

Trites strongly recommends that any child experiencing difficulties in the French 

immersion program should be switched immediately to the regular English program. He 

feels his studies demonstrated that, although bright and weil motivated, children having diffi­

culties learning in the French immersion program progress satisfactorily once placed in the 

regular English program. Since this learning difficulty is age-related and seems to disappear 

by age nine or ten, children who were held back from early French immersion may enter 

the immersion experience at a later grade level and be expected to progress satisfactorily. 

He also asserts that his early identification assessment battery for four-year-old 

kindergarten easily identifies a temporal lobe maturational lag at this early age, therefore 

possessing the potential of sparing young children from possible negative early school 

experiences. 

Now that Trites' experiments have been examined in detail and his interpretations 

of the results discussed, it is time to expose the various criticism, levelled against his work. 
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1. 7 Critique of Trites' Work: 

As saon as Trites' studies were published, his experiments were criticized, especially 

his interpretations of the results. It was felt by sorne (Genesee, 1983) that the studies were 

weil designed, involving a large number of test instruments and control groups, yet Trites' 

results brought forth a barrage of criticism from his peers. 

In the section below the critique of Stern et al. will be mentioned in passing, Jim 

Cummins' scathing criticism will be discussed in greater detail, followed by a discussion of 

Fred Genesee's denunciation of Trites' results. 

a) Stern: 

In 1976, Stern et al. pointed out that the French immersion difficulty group from 

Study I may not have been representative of children in general who experience difficulty 

in early immersion. This study was open to bias, as all children participa ting in it bad been 

referred to the clinic for the purpose of uncovering reasons for their school failure. Trites 

and his colleague acted on this criticism by undertaking the second study also called the 

Cross-Validation Study. 
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b) Jim Cummins: 

Jim Cummins based his master thesis on critically analyzing the results published by 

Trites. Based on this work, Cummins (1978) wrote a scathing attack in the Canadian 

Modern Language Review. Cummins contends that the interpretations arrived at by Trites 

are not on1y inva1id but also that his data support a conclusion the exact opposite ta the one 

he drew. In addition the fact that nonsignificant differences were not reported as such 

invalida te ali interpretations. He also insists the au thor failed ta point out that many of the 

students who transferred out of French immersion repeated or dropped back a grade level, 

therefore progressing less than those who remained in French immersion. These 

reinterpretations of Trites' data certainly dampened the reception of Trites' findings. 

In his book, Cummins (1984) criticizes Trites' studies further, stating that it is 

impossible ta know which hemispheric lobes are involved in the TPT, and that it is not 

established conclusively what the TPT is really measuring. Due ta these uncertainties, 

Cummins is adamant that Trites' interpretations of the test results are purely speculative. 

Cummins continues by assaulting the basic research design, claiming it ta be 

incapable of providing answers ta the research question, nam ely whether the program affects 

students differently although they have similar initial characteristics. Cummins points out 

that the students in the regular English classes were never tested, therefore it is not known 

whether poor TPT performance is a characteristic of low-achievers in English classes as 

Trites suggested in this case in French immersion classes. 
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Using the demonstrated weaknesses in the Trites' studies, Cummins skillfully 

manoeuvres his attack to illustrate how human beings, often unwittingly, turn on a victim, 

namely the child with learning difficulties. Cummins agrees that indeed there is sorne 

evidence the French immersion Drop-outs are different in certain respects from regular 

students in the English program; the French immersion Drop-outs are characterized by 

relatively high IQ scores. Cummins contends that they may not have been Drop-outs per 

se but rather "push-outs11
• Because they performed well below the extremely high average 

of their classmates, they may have had difficulty in meeting teachers' expectations. They 

may consequently have been considered academically weak and unable to meet the work 

requirement. Their so called neurological impairment came as a convenient label 

supporting the negative perceptions their teachers may have had of the weaker student's 

academie ability. The teacher could then gratefully accept the recommendations made by 

Trites that such students would be better off in the regular English program conveniently 

screening the pedagogy from critical scrutiny. 

c) Fred Genesee: 

Fred Genesee (1983) similarly to Cummins mounts an attack on the studies 

conducted by Tri tes. He compares the construct of the experiments used by Tri tes to those 

used by Bruck (to be reported on below), indicating the former to be quite weak. Genesee 

also enumerates tlaws of the studies as discussed by Cummins. 
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In his book published in 1987, Genesee as did Cummins before him, vigorously 

continues his onslaught on Trites' conclusion. He enumerates arguments already stated by 

Stern et al. (1976) that the Trites samples constitute a clinical or non-random sample of 

immersion students. Cummins (1984) questioned the validity of the TPT's sensitivity of 

measuring the functioning of the two temporal lobes. Genesee delved into greater detail 

to demonstrate the unsoundness of this test as performed by Trites. 

Genesee highlights the fact that since the learning difficulty seems to have been 

caused by the second language environment (as concluded by Trites) then this test profile 

should be found in other groups of students who are in a similar linguistic situation. This 

indeed was the case. Trites reported that the same test profile characterized English 

children who were referred to him because they were experiencing difficulty in French 

schools however this profile did not apply to minority language students who were having 

problems in English language school. Genesee found this extremely unbelievable. 

I would 1ike to point out that the minority students' language situation differed 

considerably from the one English students in French Schools were exposed to, in that the 

minority students most likely experienced English culture via television, friends and shopping 

expeditions, unlike the English students who probably had no contact with the French 

culture but lived segregated from it very much like the French immersion students. 

In other words, the minority language students were part of the culture of their 

schoollanguage, whereas the English students in French schools were not, exposing the two 

groups of students to a very different linguistic situation indeed. 
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Genesee concludes his critique by comparing Bruck's study results to those of Trites, 

stating that the French immersion problem group probably suffered from low academie 

ability and that they would progress at the rate and limits set by their particular problems, 

at the same time acquiring much higher levels of second language proficiency than they 

would in a regular English program. This is very much in line with the Bruck results, but 

does not really apply to the immersion difficulty group because Trites, as weil as Cummins 

(1983), points out the bright nature of the subjects in question. 

In summary, the most serious criticism stems from two well-known researchers in the 

second language learning domain, Cummins and Genesee. Both fundamentally disagree not 

only with the construct of the Tri tes' studies but also with the statistical analysis performed, 

the interpretations of the results and, consequently, the conclusions drawn. 
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CHAPTER2 

In the previous chapter the four studies conducted by Trites have been detailed, his 

interpretations of the test results explained and the criticism against his work expressed. 

This chapter aims to discuss the studies in relation to children with language/learning 

disabilities in early French immersion led by Bruck, ber recommendations arising out of 

these studies and the research which supports ber findings. 

2.1 Experiments by Bruck: 

For several years, Margaret Bruck bas been involved with the testing of immersion 

children. She published many papers concerning children with learning difficulties based 

on two major studies conducted between 1970 and 1985. Her home base is the McGill -

Montreal Children's Hospital Learning Center on Mountain Street in Montreal. 

In 1975, Bruck along with co-authors M. S. Rabinovitch and M. Oates published a 

preliminary report describing an on-going investigation which they bad began in 1970 on 

how English-speaking children experiencing language disabilities, cape with French 

immersion programs. However, the conclusions arrived at in the preliminary study are 

tentative as the sample size was rather small. 

Between 1978 and 1984 Bruck published three further papers reporting the 

longitudinal study that emerged from the aforementioned preliminary study. This 
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longitudinal research project was funded by grants from the Quebec Ministry of Education 

and the Department of Secretary of State, as weil as through a National Health Research 

Scholar award from the National Health and Welfare Research Development Program. The 

aim of this longitudinal study was very practical in nature, in that it wanted to establish 

empirically whether children with language learning disabilities should be left in the French 

immersion program or be transferred to an ali English program. 

Bruck was very concerned about the controversy that has arisen out of the studies 

conducted by Trites and by herself regarding the suitability of early French immersion 

programs for children afflicted with learning problems. As a result, she undertook another 

pilot study (Bruck, 1978-79) to systematically gather information, so that educators and 

parents may base decisions on objective facts rather than upon emotions and intuitions. 

This pilot study was the springboard to a full-scale study about which Bruck reported in 

1985. The study aimed to examine the factors that best predict which elementary school 

children will most likely transfer out of a French immersion program, as weil as whether the 

consequences of the transfer had positive or negative effects on the children's academie 

progress and emotional state. 

The two major studies will be analyzed in turn. The first study consists of the 

preliminary study, followed by the longitudinal one which intended to establish empirically 

if children with Iearning difficulties should be left in French immersion or if they should be 

transferred out of it. The second inquiry to be scrutinized encompasses its pilot study 

followed by the major study aiming to answer these two questions: a) what are the 
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predictors, if any, of transfer students who apt out of early French immersion programs; b) 

what are the consequences, if any, of this action. 

2.2 Study I (1975): 

a) The Preliminary In quiry: 

Bruck was weil informed about the positive outcomes of the French immersion 

programs in general, yet she was acutely aware about the lack of empirical information 

concerning the cognitive and affective development of children handicapped by language 

learning disabilities. This preliminary study reports the results obtained from a small group 

of children whose progress was followed from kindergarten through to grade three. 

Study Design and Subjects: 

Four groups of children from English-speaking homes were identified at the 

beginning of kindergarten. The groups were divided according to the following characteris­

tics: 

1) Children with language impairment in French immersion programs (FP). 

2) Children with language impairment in regular English classes (EP). It was felt that 

a comparison of this group's progress with that of the French problem group would 
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indicate the specifie effects of French immersion education on children with language 

impairment. 

3) Children with normal language development in the French immersion programs 

(FC). The progress of this group would permit the evaluation of the differentiai 

effect that the education in a second language had on children with language 

retardation, and on children with normal language development. 

4) Children with normal language development in regular English classes (EC). When 

comparing the progress made by this group to that of the English problem group, 

inferences can be made on how children with language difficulties are doing in the 

traditional English classes. Any divergence in the results between normal and 

problem children's performance in English classes need to be compared to the 

differences found between normal and problem children's performance in French 

immersion programs. The inter-comparison of all four groups is necessary in order 

to establish any discrepancies between them. Any discrepancy occurring between the 

normal groups must be taken into account when the two problem groups are 

compared. 

Method: 

Language-learning disabilities were identified in kindergarten children using the 

following screening test battery in the beginning of the kindergarten year: Object 

manipulation test, story retelling test, sentence initiation test, echolalia test. At first, only 

the problem children were tested but then in 1972 it was considered to be necessary to also 
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give the screening battery to ali control children. Once the French problem and English 

problem children were identified, appropriate control children were selected on the basis 

of sex, age in months, class teacher, and location of home which was used as a rough 

measure of socio-economic status. 

Ali subjects participating in this study were tested in January of their kindergarten 

year, as weil as every January in grades one through grade three. 

The following assessment battery was given in kindergarten: 1) Full scale Wechsler 

Preschool and Primary Scale of Intelligence (WPPSI). 2) Illinois Test of Psycholinguistic 

Abilities (ITPA): Auditory Reception, Visual Reception, Visual Sequential Memory, 

Auditory Association, Auditory Sequential Memory, Visual Association, Grammatical 

Closure. 3) FormA of the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test (PPUT). 4) Norwestern 

Syntax Screening Test (NSST). 

In grade one a similar battery to the one in kindergarten was administered with the 

following changes: 1) The WPPSI was not given. 2) Vocabulary and similarities of the 

WISC. 3) Auditory Closure and Sound Blending of the ITPA. 4) Form B of the Peabody. 

5) Arithmetic subtest of the Metropolitan Achievement Test, Level I, FormA was given 

in January 1973 and 1974. 

The battery given in grade two was once again similar to the one in grade one except 

for the following changes: 1) Wide Range Achievement Test (WRAT). 2) Spache 
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Diagnostic Reading Scales Test was only given in March. 3) Metropolitan Achievement 

Arithmetic subtests, Levet 2, Form A. 4) Form A of the Peabody. 

The grade three tests that were administered were: 1) Full Scale Wechsler 

Intelligence Scale for children (WISC). 2) Nine subtests of the ITPA. 3) Form B of the 

Peabody. 4) WRAT. 5) Spache, given in March. 6) Computation and problem-solving 

subtests of the Metropolitan Achievement Test, Form A, elementary battery. 

In addition to the assessment battery, pupils were observed informally in the 

classroom setting. Their teachers were interviewed about the pupils' achievement in 

reading, writing and arithmetic, as well as any specifie behavioural problems. The French 

immersion teachers were asked how much and how weil the students communicated in 

French. This aspect of the evaluation was totally anecdotal in arder to support or clarify 

the test data where appropriate. 

Results: 

The overall problem in this study has been that of attrition. The English groups lost 

subjects due to parents moving out of Quebec whereas the French immersion groups lost 

children to the regular English classes as there was a lack of remediai services for these 

children. 

Grade One: 

According to the test results of grade one, there was no indication that the French 

problem children were performing any differently from the English problem children. Bruck 
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felt that the French problem children were not encountering any more problems than if they 

bad been in the English program. The problem children in French immersion were 

experiencing difficulties but so were the problem children in the English program. 

She does highlight the importance of the teacher's attitude to the problem children 

in French immersion, painting out that if the teacher is accommodating, by individualizing 

the instruction when needed, the child having difficulties will progress. However, if the 

teacher is unfeeling, refusing to give individual help to a child in need, this child will most 

likely fail. 

Grade Two: 

The French immersion children were introduced to reading in English in this grade 

but were not given formai spelling instruction. Bruck was surprised that the French problem 

group was reading at or was performing just below grade level. 

She does deplore that the French problem groups were receiving remediai reading 

help in English. Bruck is of the opinion that the introduction of English reading should be 

held off until grade three in arder to give the slow children a chance to grasp the essentials 

of the reading process in one language which they th en could transfer to reading in English. 

The French problem group was performing at grade level and was not experiencing any 

particular difficulty in mathematics. 

Unfortunately Bruck found no appropriate test to measure Anglophone children's 

knowledge of French. She did find that the French problem children had a good accent, 
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were able to read an unfamiliar text in French and answer a few basic questions about its 

content. Their teachers reported that these children were able to communicate satisfactorily 

in French and that they understood what was going on in the classroom. 

Grade Three: 

As was the case for grade 2, no statistical analyses were performed on the data due 

to the very small number of children. 

It was found that three French problem children were reading above-grade level 

which had not been the case in the previous years. Bruck felt that the French problem 

children made commendable progress in both reading and mathematics. 

b) The Longitudinal Study: 

Design: 

Similarly to the preliminary study, the subjects participating in this longitudinal study 

were divided into four different groups, the French problem children (FP), the English 

problem children (EP), children with normal language development in French immersion 

(FC) and in the regular English stream (EC). As in the previously discussed study, the 

children here were monitored from the middle of kindergarten to the end of grade three in 

the following areas: first-and second-language skills, cognitive development and school 

achievement. Again teacher evaluations of individual students were obtained at the end of 

each school year. 
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Subjects: 

Children were selected from 7 different schools, either attending one of 14 French 

immersion classes, or one of ten English classes. In kindergarten each of the four specified 

groups started out with 100 children. 

To belong to one of the problem groups, a child bad to meet one of the following 

criteria: 

1) First language was English. 

2) Teacher identified child as having poor language skills. 

3) A specialist in child languages judged child to have a language problem. 

4) Diagnostic screening test (see pre1iminary study), child scored lower than 35 out of 

59. 

5) Child bad normal IQ. 

The study took ten years to complete because the incidence of language-learning 

disability is low and due to the high attrition rates ( see a bave). 
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Method: 

As was the case for the preliminary study ali the children were tested in the winter 

at every grade level, from kindergarten to grade 3. The diagnostic tests were the same 

except a few more were added in this study such as the Golick Sentence Imitation Test, for 

instance. 

For supplementary information, the teachers of grade one to three were asked to 

evalua te the participa ting students on a number of scales, such as the student's performance 

in reading, writing, math, and oral as weil as receptive language. 

French-language skills were assessed at the end of the school year from grades one 

to three using the following means: 1) Teacher Ratings or Interviews, 2) OISE French 

Listening Comprehensive Test, Level I. Not only the French immersion children were given 

this test but also the two English groups. 

Results: 

This study clearly demonstrated that children with language disabilities benefit from 

three years of education in a second-language environment. The language impaired children 

not only acquired proficiency in the French language but also continued to develop English 

language skills. 

Although the French problem children were taught in French, they still learned the 

basic concepts of reading, math and spelling even if at a slower rate. Furthermore, this 

group of children's linguistic and cognitive skills were similar to those of language-impaired 
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children who had been totally schooled in their first language. Particularly surprising is that 

the French immersion problem children succeeded without any special adjustments or help. 

Bruck points out that the two problem groups were not quite the same in terms of 

the severity of their disabi1ity. The English problem group bad a lower nonverbal ability 

score than the French problem group. She explained that this discrepancy may be indicative 

of a natural selection factor influencing which children leave, which ones stay in French 

immersion, as weil as which children are placed into French immersion by their parents. 

Bruck was pleasantly surprised how well the language disabled group acquired their 

second language in spite of their slow first language development. In fact by grade three, 

this language impaired group performed similarly on the listening comprehension test as did 

the French control children. Although the language problem group bad more difficulty 

expressing themselves than the French control group, they were learning not one but two 

languages at an admirable rate. 

Bruck bad noticed in ber clinical practice that many language-disabled children could 

not cape with the typical French-as-a-second language program, which usually consisted of 

daily 20 to 40 minutes of French. They often graduated from school with almost no 

knowledge of French. The French immersion program, to the contrary, provided a more 

suitable, if one can say natural environment for the language impaired children to learn to 

speak French. 
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2.3 Study II ( 1978): 

The second major study undertaken by Bruck can be divided into three parts. First 

she again initiated a pilot study following up on nine children who had dropped out of her 

longitudinal study, assembling ali the available data, retesting them, and then presenting 

three cases as being representative of all nine cases she studied. 

The second part of Study II consisted of a major predictor study, where Bruck had 

th ose children identified by their teachers who would most likely transfer out of the French 

immersion program because of learning difficulties and those who would most likely re main 

in spite of these difficulties. She then tested them while still in French immersion and again 

the following year wh en sorne of the children had actually transferred out, while still others 

continued in the French immersion program although they tao suffered from poor progress. 

This last aspect of the study is ca lied the consequence of transfer study, making it the third 

and last part of Study II. 

a) Pilot Study: 

StiJl concerned by the lack of systematic research on the controversial issue regarding 

the suitability of early French immersion programs for children with learning problems, 

Bruck embarked on yet another study even before completing her longitudinal one. In this 

study she addresses the question whether children would be better served if they were 

switched ta an English program. 
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Because of the small number of subjects (N =9), no definitive statements about the 

feasibility of switching could be made from the data collected; rather the aim was to collect 

case histories of children who bad switched out of French immersion for the purpose of 

generating specifie hypotheses which could then be tested in a larger, more systematic study. 

Subjects: 

The subjects were Drop-out students from the longitudinal study described earlier. 

Because of academie difficulties they switched to the English stream. As they bad been 

involved in Bruck's previous study, they bad been screened in kindergarten and subsequently 

evaluated annually on a battery of tests. In the spring of 1978, the Drop-outs were located 

and tested, at which time three of the ni ne children were in grade six, one in grade five, two 

in grade three and three in grade two. 

Procedures: 

IQ scores, achievement test scores and teachers' reports were available for each 

participant of the present study from the time he/she participated in the longitudinal study. 

This information served as a baseline. 

In June of the follow-up year a battery of academie tests was administered to each 

child. This battery consisted of: 1) Spache Diagnostic Reading Scales; 2) Metropolitan 

Achievement Test; and, 3) Wide Range Achievement Test. 

41 



The school provided an academie history which included the following information: 

the kinds of classes, remediai services, assessments and school grades each participant had 

received since dropping out of the French immersion stream. The student's current teacher 

provided an update on his/her academie strengths and weaknesses, classroom behaviour and 

peer relationships. The teachers were also asked to complete a student rating form and to 

indicate if the switch to the regular English stream had benefitted the child. 

Parents participated by giving information about the child's academie, social and 

emotional standing while he had been in a French immersion program and after he had 

switched into the English stream. The interview also gave an inside view of the parents' 

attitudes and expectations about French immersion programs as weil as the English ones. 

Design: 

Due to the diversity and the small number of subjects, nine case histories were 

constructed. Three representative cases were then chosen to be reported on. These three 

cases attempted to highlight whether the switch out of French immersion had been a 

successful solution to the child's problems. 

Discussion: 

The three cases demonstrated how difficult and complex it is to evaluate the 

consequences of switching. There are few unqualified successes, as the problems that 

occurred in French immersion may persist even when the child is switched to the English 

stream. Furthermore, the switch is often considered more successful for children who have 
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switched recently than for those who have been in the English stream for several years. 

Moreover, parents feel that the switch was successful because they now can experience a 

greater involvement in their child's school work, thereby contributing to the child's 

adjustment to the English stream. Finally, the child in the English stream is now eligible 

to receive extra help in his/ber area of weakness, as remediation was not systematically 

available to him/her in the French immersion program. 

b) The Predictor Study: 

While working with and studying children with learning difficulties, Bruck's awareness 

grew that little was known about the interrelationship of factors that are associated with the 

persistence of second language learning in elementary school children. Once again, there 

were no systematic studies available as reference points to examine the motivational, 

attitudinal and cognitive characteristics that differentiate children who continue studying a 

second language from those who terminate these studies. 

There is sorne descriptive data available suggesting that poor academie achievement 

and frustration are the major reasons for transferring out of immersion programs (Bruck, 

1979, 1978-80; Morrison, Pawley and Bonyun, 1979) but the data from these studies are 

difficult to interpret because the children were always identified after they bad left the 

program and because an appropriate control group was not available. 
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In this study Bruck sets out to examine the predictors of transfer out of immersion 

programs by assessing the cognitive, attitudinal, motivational, and affective characteristics 

of low achieving French immersion children. The progress of these children was followed 

in arder to establish which ones remained or which ones left the French immersion program, 

making this a prospective study rather than a retrospective one. 

Bruck assessed learner characteristics, parental and family background factors in the 

hope of determining if any of these factors played an important part in predicting program 

departure. Furthermore, she compared children who transferred with those who continued 

des pite academie difficulties in arder to isola te th ose factors which predict program transfer. 

Design: 

French immersion teachers were asked to indicate those children doing poorly, who 

would or should therefore transfer to the English stream. These teachers also identified 

children who were experiencing academie difficulties but would most likely continue in 

French immersion. 

Ali the teacher-identified children were tested, and parents and teachers were 

interviewed before the end of the school year. The following school year the children's class 

placement was noted in arder to establish which children had transferred to the English 

stream. Furthermore, ali children, the transfers as weil as the controls, were retested at the 

end of the school year. 
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In this second part of Bruck's Study Il, she reported only the transfer children's data 

which was based on their test data just prior to their transfer to an English stream. 

Subjects: 

Ten schools participated in the study. French immersion teachers from grades two 

to four answered a short questionnaire about each child in their class. To be selected for 

the study, the child bad to come from an English-speaking home, experience academie 

difficulties and be a possible transfer candidate. On the other band, children with academie 

difficulties but who were not identified by their teachers for transfer were also chosen for 

the study. Bach likely transfer child was matched when possible with a poorly achieving 

classmate of the same sex who was not nominated for transfer. Parental written permission 

was obtained for 74 children who were theo tested during the spring of the same school 

year, 30 of whom transferred to the English stream and 44 remained in the immersion 

stream despite academie difficulties. 

Procedure: 

Children that had been selected to participate in the study were administered a 

battery of tests in the year before transfer took place in arder to obtain a baseline on their 

cognitive abilities, academie achievement, oral communication skills, as weil as attitudes and 

motivations. Information was also received from parents through interviews and written 

questionnaires. Teachers gave their input via a written questionnaire only. 
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Tests: 

Assessment of cognitive skills: Subtests of Peabody Individual Achievement Test (PIAT), 

Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test, and Ravens Progressive Matrices. 

Assessment of English academie achievement: Subtests of PIAT for ward recognition, 

reading comprehension, spelling and mathematics. Wide Range Achievement Test (WRAT) 

for English language skills as well as mathematics concepts and computational skills. 

Assessment of French literacy skills: Oral reading test adapted from Trois Tests de Lecture 

Orale, reading comprehension test, 65 items were drawn from Le Degré Intérieur de 

L'Institut Supérieur de Pédagogie Hainaut and the Ontario Institute for Studies in 

Education (OISE) Reading Comprehension tests. 

Assessment of French oral communication skills: 

a) Listening comprehension: items were selected from OISE Listening Comprehension 

Test, Trilingual Project Listening Comprehension Test and a test developed by the 

Centre Educatif et Culturel. 

b) Oral production: a referential communication test was assembled where the child 

was instructed to describe a picture to the examiner who would then try to surmise 

the correct picture from a display of similar pictures. Ali interactions were tape­

recorded and later transcribed. Lexical and verb usage were analyzed for different 

types of errors. 
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Assessment of attitudes and motivations: 

Children filled out an attitude questionnaire containing 39 items which were obtained 

from the Piers-Harris self-concept scale and from a test developed by Genesee and 

Hamayan. 

At the end of the school year French immersion and English teachers completed a 

questionnaire rating the children's reading, writing, mathematics, speaking and listening 

skills. The teachers also indicated if they thought the child should transfer out of French 

immersion and gave reasons for their decision. They also completed Connor's Teacher 

Rating Sca]e so that conduct prob1ems, hyperactivity and inattention-passivity could be 

assessed independently. 

Parents filled a written questionnaire rating, their own as weil as their spouse's 

competence in reading, writing, speaking and understanding French; their use of French and 

their motivation for leaming French. They also rated reasons for putting their child in 

French immersion and for taking their child out of French immersion. 

Results: 

The results will be presented in three parts: 

a) the teachers' evaluation; 

b) the child test data; 

c) the family characteristics and perceptions. 
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a) Teachers' Evaluation: 

When rating the overall academie achievement, teachers demonstrated that transfer 

and control groups alike experienced academie difficulties. Both groups were rated to be 

at the bottom 40% of the class. However, the teachers did not rate the transfer children 

to be academically more disabled than the controls. 

The English teachers rated both groups of children as having fewer behaviour 

problems than did the immersion teachers who perceived more problems overall. 

Nonetheless both the immersion and English teachers discerned transfer children to have 

more behavioural problems than did the control children. Hence, it became evident from 

the teachers' data that a variety of behavioural problems combined with academie problems 

were associated with the transfer out of the immersion program. 

b) Child Test Data: 

The trans fer and control groups both performed comparably within the average range 

on two measures of verbal intelligence and on a test of non-verbal reasoning. The English 

academie achievement tests indicated that again the two groups performed similarly on 

measures of reading and spelling, however, this time both performed below average. On 

the French test, aH project subjects were experiencing difficulty in French reading and 

spelling, functioning at least one year below grade level. 

When analyzing oral French skills, the control and transfer children both had below­

average test scores. Whereas on the oral production test, the transfer children produced 
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significantly fewer details than did the contrais, and yet there were no differences between 

the two groups in terms of lexical usage, verb error, or other structural errors. 

The attitude questionnaire filled out by ali the participating children uncovered 

revealing information about these children. The control children's ratings were significantly 

more positive than those of the transfer children. The control children liked French classes 

and going to school more; they found school less boring and more appealing; they found it 

easier to speak to the French teacher, they were more at ease speaking French in front of 

the class; they felt more positive about knowing and playing with French-Canadian children. 

Interestingly though, there were no significant between-group differences on items reflecting 

children's general self-concept as learners and as good students. Of great importance is the 

fact that the control children also found it easier than the transfer children to talk to their 

English teachers. This data suggests that the transfer children's be havi our and attitudes may 

not be specifie to the second language but may reflect general affective reactions. 

The data revealed that the transfer children find it difficult to ad just and are unhappy 

in a number of school-related situations. Their negative attitude towards school and their 

dislike of French distinguish them from the control children whose attitudes in certain 

respects were extremely positive. Consequently, it may be the positive dispositions toward 

school and learning, as weil as toward using the second language that are the key 

characteristics of children who, des pite of poor achievement, continue in French immersion 

programs. 
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Family Characteristics and Perceptions: 

The data obtained from the parents show that there were no differences between the 

transfer and control families in terms of socio-economic, educational, ethnie, linguistic, or 

socio-linguistic factors. This information suggests that home background factors were not 

important predictors of program continuation. lt appears that parents decided to remove 

their children not only because of teacher recommendation, but also because they realized 

that their child was doing poorly in school and was suffering emotionally. The parents bad 

a difficult time in making this decision as they were acutely aware of the importance of 

being bilingual in Canadian society, and because they were not convinced that the second­

language was the cause of their children's problems. 

In summary, non-academie variables rather than cognitive or academie variables best 

predicted transfer rates. The interesting revelation was that the child's own rating of his 

comfort in using French in a public setting as weil as the class teacher's ra ting of the child's 

behaviour in the class setting accounted for which children would eventually transfer out of 

the immersion program. 

c) The Consequence Study: 

In this study Bruck attempts to address a number of up-to-now unresolved issues. 

She felt there was a dire need for a weil controlled examination of cognitive, academie, 

social, psychological and linguistic consequences brought about by the transferring of poor 

achieving English speaking students out of French immersion programs. She undertakes to 
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isolate factors which best account for poor performance in French immersion programs. 

Moreover she strives ta address the question whether children with learning difficulties 

might perform better were they ta apt out of the French immersion program and receive 

ail their instruction in their native tangue. Furthermore, she sets about ta find out if 

children perform well because of positive attitudes or whether they develop positive 

attitudes because of good performance. Finally, she examines the effects that limited 

exposure has on the maintenance of previously acquired second language skills. She 

endeavors ta answer the above-stated issues by comparing the academie levels, second 

language skills and affective characteristics of students who have transferred out of the 

French immersion program ta those children who, despite academie difficulty, had remained 

in the French immersion program. 

Subjects, Design, Procedure: 

For information pertaining ta the selection of subjects, design and procedures 

followed in this study, please, refer ta the Predictor Study page 43. 

Results: 

The change in the transfer children's functioning after one year in the English 

program was compared ta that of the control group who remained in the French immersion 

program despite academie difficulties, in arder ta assess the consequences of transfer. 

The results of this study will be discussed according ta the following headings: 

a) academie and cognitive consequences of trans fer; 

b) school attitudes and classroom behaviour; 
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c) attitudes and motivations towards second language learning; 

d) maintenance and loss of second language skills. 

a) Academie and Cognitive Consequences of Transfer: 

In general, teachers noticed an improvement in the children's skills even though they 

still received slightly below-average ratings. It can therefore be stated that ali children 

according to their teachers' ratings were slowly overcoming academie problems and that the 

rate of improvement was not related to transfer out of the immersion program. According 

ta the test data, bath transfer and control children were catching up with their peers, since 

bath groups performed similarly on bath pre- and post-tests. 

b) School Attitudes and Classroom Behaviour: 

The English teachers' rating results indicated the transfer children showed more 

hyperactive and conduct problem symptoms than did the control children. However, the 

transfer group also demonstrated better work habits after transferring into the English 

stream. Even though sorne behaviourial problems may have disappeared as a consequence 

of transfer, the transfer children nonetheless continued to demonstrate more inappropriate 

behaviour than did the control children. 
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From the results it can be concluded that the behaviourial problems that the transfer 

children displayed in immersion were not a result of education in a second language, but 

rather these problems arose as a result of a basic personality characteristic that continued 

regardless of language of education. 

c) Attitudes and Motivations Towards Second Language Learning: 

There was no evidence that the transfer children showed attitudinal changes as a 

consequence of transfer. Their attitudes were still as negative as at the pre-test. Therefore, 

the negative attitudes were not consequences but rather precursors of transfer out of 

immersion. 

On the other band, the parents' perceptions about the importance of second language 

learning and its effect on their children's development changed as a consequence of transfer. 

The parents now felt that too much importance had been placed on second language 

learning in the past, to the detriment of their child's development. This perception of the 

negative effects of second language education was a new development since their children 

had left the immersion programs. 
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d) Maintenance and Loss of Second Language Skills: 

The results show that the transfer children did not lose their second language skills 

except in the lexical usage where they made more errors than the control group. 

Furthermore, the French-as-a-second language program allowed maintenance of skills that 

bad been acquired in the French immersion program. 

ln summary, the negative attitudes and poor school behaviour that characterized the 

transfer children while they were in the immersion program continued to characterize them 

after transfer even though academically they showed improvement, albeit not at a greater 

rate than that shown by the control group, who continued in the immersion program despite 

their learning-disabilities. The data, therefore, suggests that the child's basic cognitive and 

affective characteristics rather than factors associated with second language learning, 

influence academie achievement, attitudes and motivations related to school work. 

2.4 Bruck's Recommendations: 

Bruck's recommendations for action are straightforward and precise. She is adamant 

that learning disabled children be retained in the French immersion program and be given 

the appropriate remediation, since they do benefit greatly from the French immersion 

experience. 
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Her research has demonstrated that learning disabled children do continue ta 

develop facility in their first language; they do learn their basic academie skills at a rate 

similar ta a comparable group of children in the English stream; and most of ali, they 

acquire grea ter competency in French. Bruck noticed while working with learning-impaired 

children in the past that those who follow the traditional French-as-a-second language 

program, leave school with almost no knowledge of French. It appears that the French 

immersion program provides a more suitable environment for these children to learn a 

second language. 

Rather than switching a child who is encountering difficulties with his school work, 

she strongly recommends to provide him/her with remediai services in the context of the 

French immersion program. By means of systematic investigation she has been able to 

establish that children who moved to the English stream because of their difficulties were 

encountering problems similar to those they had been experiencing in their French 

immersion class. She is of the opinion that switching the problem child to the regular 

English stream, is not addressing the problem directly; it is simply passing the problem on 

to established remediai programs, ail the while ignoring the need for a similar support 

system in French immersion. Bruck feels, it is imperative that remediation programs be 

provided in French and not in the mother tangue. This change in format will require a 

strong commitment from educators and administrators alike, to provide teacher retraining, 

test development and program design especially suited for the French immersion child. 

Bruck strongly believes that the French immersion programs should be made 

available to the average English-Canadian child regardless of his/ber learning problems and 
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that these programs must evolve in arder to accommodate children with a wide range of 

learning abilities. 

2.5 Those in Support of Bruck: 

The controversy over what to do with children experiencing difficulties in French 

immersion was not only fuelled by the publications of Trites and Bruck, but also by others 

who investigated the same tapie in the hope of finding more elues towards its resolution. 

lnvariably they sided either with Trites' or Bruck's recommendations. Those researchers 

upholding Bruck's findings outnumber those supporting Trites' recommendations. 

In the section below, the work of five researchers working either al one or in groups 

siding with Bruck wilJ be described. They are: F. Morrison, C. Pawley and R. Bonyun who 

published their study in 1979; R. Bonyun, F. Morrison and J. Unitt whose work was 

published in 1986; R. Hayden published ber study in 1988; J. Cummins gives a detailed 

discussion of the controversy in his book published in 1984; and finally F. Genesee similarly 

analyzes and presents his view on this tapie in his book printed in 1987. 
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a) Morrison, Pawley and Bonyun: 

The research study of Morrison, Pawley and Bonyun (1979) was undertaken to track 

dawn the participants of two groups of immersion students who bad taken part in two 

separa te investigations in arder to determine the overall success of the immersion programs 

in the Ottawa and Carleton areas. It was hoped that this tracing procedure would procure 

reasons for pupils dropping out of the immersion program which in turn could be useful in 

shaping future immersion programs to meet the needs of ail students. 

Whereas the design of this study is not relevant to the present discussion, the 

concluding remarks bear out Bruck's findings in full. In the above-mentioned study, the 

parents of bath co borts were asked to fill out questionnaires in arder to give the researchers 

information on home background, personality characteristics of their child and difficulties 

their child experienced in the immersion program. Although the main reason for transfer 

tended to be an individual matter, the most frequently cited categories were 

behavioural/emotional, geographical and academie. Bruck systematically eliminated the 

geographical factor from ber study, so that in ber consequence of transfer study she was left 

with affective and cognitive reasons for transfer. The authors of this study interestingly 

concluded the ir work with the comment that because of the diversity of the data, a screening 

test to determine if a particular child would flourish in French immersion would not be 

useful. With this statement, Trites' efforts to establish an early screening test for 

kindergarten children prior to grade one French immersion enrollment are thoroughly 

discouraged. 

57 



b) Bonyun, Morrison and Unitt: 

In November of 1986 Bonyun, Morrison and Unitt published a research project 

investigating, once again, the transfer of primary students out of French immersion 

programs. The study was conducted in the Ottawa-Carleton area in 1985, focusing on 

students who had transferred out of the early French immersion pro gram, with the intention 

of gathering insight on how the decision was arrived at and what was done to help the child 

adjust to the change. 

Parents and teachers were asked to complete a questionnaire about the children in 

question. In addition, sorne school principals were interviewed to obtain a further perspec­

tive. 

One of the main reasons for transfer cited by parents was the lack of remediai help 

in the French immersion program; the same bane of contention that Bruck voiced right from 

her first research publication on this tapie in 1975. This aspect was also upheld by sorne of 

the principals interviewed. One principal clearly stated that prior to transfer no extra help 

was available for students with learning difficulties in French immersion. However, another 

principal alluded to changes taking place and that the decision to transfer no longer was the 

only alternative for a child having a hard time in French immersion. 

The report mentions the traumatic effect the transfer experience has on many 

children. Parents and children themselves often perceive an aspect of failure when transfer 

is initiated. This negative aspect of transfer was also mentioned in passing by Bruck (1975). 
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With respect to the characteristics of children who transfer out of French immersion, 

over half of the parents described their child's negative attitude towards school prior to 

transfer. Sorne parents added that their child was reluctant to go to school, frustrated, 

withdrawn, or lacked confidence and enthusiasm. It is interesting to note that the receiving 

English teachers involved in this study remarked on the group's poor self-concept, lack of 

confidence, poor listening skills and short attention span. These remarks corroborate 

Bruck's conclusion that second language learning is not the cause of the child's school 

problems but rather reflects the child's basic cognitive/affective characteristic. Furthermore, 

switching the child from the French immersion program to an English one will not 

automatically resolve the child's difficulties, as the child will probably continue to exhibit 

similar problems in the English class. The outcome of this study upholds exactly what Bruck 

has been saying. 

c) Ruth Hayden: 

Ruth Hayden (1988) published an interesting as weil as informative article about a 

research study she conducted concerning French immersion Drop-outs. The intent of this 

study was twofold: first to seek out what parents and teachers considered the principal 

factors when deciding to remove a child from the French immersion program; second to 

discover how the Drop-out child feels about his/her French immersion experience and what 

he/she thinks caused him/her to withdraw from it. 

The study itself was small scale involving 28 children from grades one to six whose 

academie program had been interrupted by the transfer during one school year. The 
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information was gathered through open-ended telephone interviews using leading questions 

in arder to generate discussion which were taped and ]ater transcribed. Journal reports 

were also written upon completion of each interview. 

Throughout this paper Hayden compares her data to that of Bruck's (1985) study, 

finding many similarities. As in the case of Bruck's study, a large majority of parents in this 

one perceived academie difficulty as the main deciding factor for leaving French immersion. 

Again similar to Bruck's results, parents in this study focused on their child's unhappiness 

with school; not so much with the French immersion program per se as with the frustration 

and emotional stress that arase from not being able to succeed academically in the program. 

Bruck (1975) from the beginning stressed the need for remediai help in the French 

immersion context. He re too, half of the parents felt that their children were not provided 

the special help they needed to overcome their deficiencies. Although the parents were 

acutely aware of their impotence to help their troubled children with homework, they did 

not express a negative attitude towards the French immersion program. This result is again 

similar to that of Bruck, where she noted that parents prior to the study were fully 

supportive of the French immersion program. In contrast to Bruck's study where parents 

felt soured toward French immersion once their child had transferred to the English stream, 

in this study most parents continued to support this type of second language learning in that 

their other children continued with French immersion in spi te of the withdrawal of a sibling 

from the program. 

The author's discussion of the reasons teachers cited for children withdrawing from 

the French immersion program is particularly relevant. The main reason for transfer as 
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identified by the teachers was test results particularly in the language arts. Transfer was 

only recommended after test results confirmed teachers' suspicions. A child according to 

the teachers' report is therefore transferred mainly because of unsuccessful academie 

achievement. Hayden notes that bath parents and teachers have the best interest of the 

child at heart, namely that the child be happy and successful. Unfortunately, as she 

remarks, the child's success is measured primarily by the yardstick of other children's 

successes and by the demands set out by the curriculum, rather than by "the child's own 

developmental growth" (233). This lack of consideration for each individual's needs and 

level of cognitive growth in the French immersion program is also very much deplored by 

Bruck throughout ber various publications. The study by Hayden is indeed an in-depth 

support for the findings and recommendations as published by Bruck. 

d) Jim Cummins: 

Right from the beginning Jim Cummins (1979, 1984) bas been a staunch supporter 

for Bruck's work. Her results have lent empirical credence to Cummins' proposed "common 

underlying proficiency" (1984:143) hypothesis which tenders the notion that skills transfer 

across languages thereby making first and second language skills interdependent. True to 

this hypothesis and as borne out by Bruck's research findings, children who have academie 

problems in French immersion due to underlying cognitive deficiencies show the same 

difficulty in the English program. It bas been Bruck's contention right along that children 

will exhibit the same difficulties they are experiencing in French immersion wh en transferred 
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to the English stream. Only through remediation that tackles the underlying cognitive 

deficiency can the child's problems be resolved. 

e) Fred Genesee: 

Fred Genesee (1987) bas also been a strong proponent of Bruck's work. In his book 

Learning Through Two Languages, he discusses the Trites-Bruck controversy in detail 

obviously siding with Bruck. He himself empirically studied the importance of intelligence 

when attending early French immersion programs. Like Bruck, he found that the below­

average students in French immersion performed no differently from be law-average students 

in the English stream. Genesee feels that if Tri tes' screening procedures were to be applied 

vigorously 11many children who might ... benefit from immersion could be falsely excluded 

from participating in it" (1983:29). 

In summary, Bruck's recommendations concerning learning impaired students are 

echoed by the above-mentioned researchers. Morrison, Pawly and Bonyun cite poor 

academie achievement as the main reason for students opting out of immersion. Bonyun, 

Morrison and Unitt reiterate the Jack of remediai help for students not succeeding in 

immersion, as well as the students' poor attitude to school in general. Cummins states that 

transferring students to the English stream is not addressing the underlying deficiency, 

namely that students need remediation in the area of their weakness. Genesee 

demonstrates his support for Bruck by painting to his own research which found that below-
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average students in immersion performed no differently from similar students in the English 

stream. 

O:mclusion: 

In this chapter Bruck's two large studies are examined in detail and ber ensuing 

recommendations highlighted. The work of researchers which support ber findings are also 

presented. 

In ber first study, Bruck uncovered unequivocal support for the notion that children 

with learning disabilities fare no worse in immersion than do children with similar problems 

in the English stream. 

Her second study found that negative attitudes and poor school behaviour 

characterized th ose students most likely to transfer out of the immersion program, and that 

these negative characteristics persisted even in the more accommodating mother tangue 

programs. 

Many researchers were able to arrive at similar conclusions, thereby upholding 

Bruck's recommendations. Her call for encouraging low-achieving students to continue in 

French immersion programs with proper remediai help is solidly supported by many of ber 

peers. 
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CHAPTER3 

In chapters one and two, both Trites' and Bruck's studies have been laid out in detail 

and their uncompromising differences highlighted. In this final chapter Wiss' case study will 

show how the Trites-Bruck controversy can be resolved. 

3.1 Wiss in support of both Trites and Bruck: 

In 1989, Wiss published an article in the Canadian Modern Language Review siding 

unequivocally with Trites and yet as she starts out, she promotes Bruck's point of view by 

saying: "Of the group of children who experience difficulty in French immersion ... many 

would experience academie difficulties in the regular unilingual program as well."(517) 

These children have specifie learning difficulties in spi te of which they are able to develop 

adequate oral skills but experience problems in the academie areas of reading and spelling. 

Wiss feels that when examining the entire group of learning disabled children, there 

are sorne that may not be classified as learning disabled per se, but nevertheless they 

experience difficulty in French immersion. She is of the opinion that this particular sub­

group of children may be called developmentally immature, in that their cognitive and 

linguistic skills are not developed to a level required in a French immersion academie 
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setting. Children with specifie learning disabilities should receive remediation in French 

immersion, as they would demonstrate similar learning problems in the regular English 

program and would therefore also require remediai support. This is the exact argument as 

proposed by Bruck. Continuing Bruck's line of thinking, Wiss states that early French 

immersion may be the only opportunity for learning disabled children to acquire biliteracy 

skills. It was Bruck who noted through her clinical experience with learning impaired 

children that they graduate from high school with no functional knowledge of the second 

language they learned in the core French program. Bruck proposes that French immersion 

is the only viable means for these children to learn to speak a second language. This stance 

is echoed in Wiss' article. 

However, Wiss continues to demonstrate in her article, by means of a case study, the 

existence of a child belonging to a sub-group of children who do not benefit from the 

French immersion experience, just as Trites concluded. In this case study, the French 

immersion teacher recommended that six-year-old Stacey should repeat grade one because 

of poor academie performance. In spite of progressing normally in French immersion 

kindergarten, Stacey did not learn to read and to spell at the rate of her peers. Based on 

extensive individual testing, Wiss concluded that Stacey was held back by an immaturity in 

certain aspects of cognitive areas. Wiss supports this conclusion with test result findings: 

1) Stacey's low performance in the area of quantitative reasoning which is thought to 

demonstrate a child's cognitive development; 
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2) poor elabora te sentence comprehension, indicating the understanding of subtler units 

of meaning to be weil below age level; 

3) a low score on the Goodenough-Harris Drawing Test which tends to show the 

cognitive maturation of the subject. 

Here was Stacey with average oral skills in English, with French skills well below 

average, who functioned at a pre-primer level in reading and spelling in both languages, and 

who confused the two languages. In Wiss' estimation, Stacey did not suffer from any specifie 

learning disabilities but, because of her very young age, she was not developmentally ready 

to tackle the academically demanding curriculum of a French immersion class (Oison and 

Burns, 1983; Guttman, 1983). 

Stacey switched immediately after the initial tes ting and was re-evaluated four months 

later by Wiss. Her improvement was immediate and marked. In ail areas tested Stacey 

achieved grade placement. The school no longer felt that she should repeat a year. What 

progress in a few short months! 

In summary, the hypothesized sub-group of children that Wiss discusses above can 

be described as cognitively and linguistically immature. This characteristic sets these 

children at a disadvantage for coping with a linguistically and academically demanding 

curriculum usually found in French immersion. 
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Conclusion: 

Wiss chides Trites' studies for their methodological weakness and for designating 

across the board ail children as learning-disabled. However, she strongly supports his notion 

of a maturational lag, as demonstrated by ber case study, Stacey. This lag makes sorne 

children poor candidates for early French immersion. As for Trites' battery of neuropsycho­

logical tests with the intention of screening children, in arder ta insure only successful 

candidates be admitted into French immersion, she finds them lengthy, costly and useless 

for school personnel. She argues that it is necessary ta redefine Trites' interpretations to 

mean a maturational lag in general that would include cognitive and linguistic variables. 

Ta ber, developmental immaturity suggests that this lag will be overcome with time, as also 

confirmed by Tri tes and, because of the linguistic immaturity involved, children will function 

weil in a less stressful regular English class. In contrast, the specifie learning difficulties 

referred ta in Bruck's studies suggest that underlying deficits in basic cognitive processing 

will affect a child's functioning in bath French immersion and English programs, requiring 

remediation in the language used in the classroom, be it French or English. Removing the 

child from French immersion will not alleviate his/ber academie problems. Ta the contrary, 

such children are not able ta learn a second language in the daily 30-50 minutes taught in 

the conventional core French program. Wiss concludes with the statement that "it is highly 

unlikely that there exist children who cannat learn a second language: the crucial factors 

are the environment and the method of instruction". (Wiss 1989:528) 
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CONCLUSION 

Once French immersion programs became universally available in Canada, educators 

observed that not ail youngsters flourished in an ali-French environment; sorne, in fact, were 

encouraged to leave the program. Researchers started to investigate whether early French 

immersion really was meant for ail young children entering the school systems. Ronald 

Trites in Ottawa searched to discover if those children failing in French immersion 

demonstrated sorne common observable factor which would make them prone to failure in 

a second language learning environment. By analyzing the results of an extensive neuro­

psychological test battery, Trites became convinced that ali low achievers in the French 

immersion programs, who were however intellectually bright, suffered from a maturational 

lag in the temporal lobes, a lag they would outgrow by the age of nine or ten. He vigorously 

lobbied to have these children removed from early French immersion, with the option of 

re-entering it at a later date, having by then out-grown this lag. 

Margaret Bruck in Montreal, also interested in unravelling the same mystery but from 

a ditierent perspective (from that of Trites), set out to empirically establish if the above­

mentioned low-achieving youngsters would be better off in the traditional English stream, 

by comparing test results obtained consecutively between kindergarten to grade three of 

bath low achievers in the English stream and the French immersion programs. The results 

indicated that the re was no differentiai achievement of bath groups. She, therefore, strongly 
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advocated leaving these children in the French immersion program, but supporting their 

struggle to learn with appropriate French remediation programs. 

This is where the standoff stands today; on the one band, Trites advocating the 

removal of these low-achieving or even failing children from what he feels are damaging 

programs for them; on the other band, Bruck assuring everyone that the best place for this 

group of youngsters is right there in French immersion, as they would otherwise never learn 

to speak the second language. 

However, as discussed in the introduction, parents are very cognizant of the 

importance of bilingualism in the Canadian employment context. Middle and upper class 

parents want to make informed decisions concerning their child's future. They would 

welcome a resolution of this conf1ict. 

It is through the work of Corrinne Wiss that these opposing poles are brought 

together. She fully supports Bruck's finding that children with learning disabilities would 

fare no better in an all-English program. However, she upholds Trites' recommendation of 

removing th ose children belonging to a sub-group of low achievers in French immersion who 

have no apparent learning disability and who, when switched to a traditional English 

program, catch up and progress satisfactorily at grade level. She calls on researchers to 

uncover means for identifying such a sub-group of children in order for them not to suffer 

needlessly. 
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Although Wiss succeeded in uniting Trites' and Brucks' divergent proposais, she does 

not attack the underlying problem in the French immersion program, namely that it caters 

to an elite school population. She affirms and seems to unquestioningly accept the status 

quo that young, developmentally immature students tend to fail in academically demanding 

French immersion programs. However, Bruck and two of ber advocates, Cummins and 

Hayden, aim their criticism at the heart of this phenomenon calling for change in French 

immersion pedagogy. Bath researchers want to see students of varied academie ability 

participa te and succeed in French immersion classes. According to them, French immersion 

curriculum must become more flexible, accommodating students of differing caliber. 

This monograph bas attempted to examine the question of suitability of learning 

disabilities by examining most of the available literature on this tapie. The first chapter 

detailed Tri tes' studies related to this theme and discussed his interpretations of the results. 

The same chapter also chronicles those who staunchly oppose his view: H. H. Stern, Jimm 

Cummins and Fred Genesee. Chapter two explains Bruck's experiments with regard to 

children with language/learning disabilities in the French immersion programs. With 

unrelenting energy she imprints on her readers the importance of leaving children with such 

disabilities in the French immersion stream asserting that a contrary move wou]d put these 

children at a socio-economic disadvantage within the Canadian context. Finally, chapter 

three portrays Wiss' uncanniness in recognizing the validity of bath schools of thought, 

amalgama ting them into a workable entity to the benefit of the children affected. 
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There is, then, a vast area for future research which must aim its efforts at 

differentiating between sub-groups of children experiencing learning difficulties in French 

immersion so that they may fully benefit from their schooling experience without any 

unnecessary suffering or discouragement. 1 hope this monograph has shed sorne more light 

on this difficult tapie and will be of service ta those making decisions regarding low­

achieving or failing youngsters in early French immersion. 
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