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Abstract: This longitudinal, mixed-methods study reports on the development and 

implementation of an early phonological awareness screening and intervention program for 

struggling emergent readers in a French immersion school in Manitoba. The program was 

created by a professional learning community made up of the school administrator, teachers, and 

clinical support staff. This paper describes the process of developing the phonological awareness 

program and the intervention itself. Forty-two children participated in the phonological 

awareness intervention that lasted 10 weeks. The intervention was given in English in 

kindergarten. Significant gains were found in the phonological awareness skills of the children 

who participated in the intervention. Results also indicated that children’s phonological 

awareness skills in English predicted their French reading levels in Grade 1. In addition, we 

provide insight into the roles played by key members of the school’s PLC through qualitative 

analysis of a series of semi-structured interviews. The work of the school’s professional learning 

community offers a model that may be implemented by other school teams to promote equity 

and accessibility for all learners in FI programs. 

Keywords: professional learning community, early intervention, phonological awareness, 

equity, inclusion, French immersion 

Résumé: Cette étude longitudinale s’appuyant sur une méthodologie mixte présente 

l'élaboration d'un programme de dépistage et d’intervention précoce en matière de conscience 

phonologique auprès d’élèves à risque de développer des difficultés d’apprentissage de la lecture 

dans une école d'immersion en français au Manitoba. Le programme a été créé par une 

communauté d'apprentissage professionnelle composée du directeur de l'école, d’enseignants et 

du personnel de soutien clinique. Cet article décrit le processus du développement du 

programme ainsi que l'intervention. Quarante-deux enfants ont suivi les interventions en 
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conscience phonologique pendant 10 semaines. L'intervention a été donnée en anglais pendant la 

maternelle. Des gains significatifs ont été trouvés dans les compétences de conscience 

phonologique des enfants qui ont participé à l'intervention. Les résultats ont également indiqué 

que les compétences en conscience phonologique en anglais prédisent le niveau de lecture en 

français en 1ère année. De plus, nous donnons un aperçu des rôles joués par les membres clés de 

la communauté d’apprentissage professionnelle de l'école grâce à l'analyse qualitative d'une 

série d'entretiens semi-structurés. Le travail de la communauté d'apprentissage professionnelle 

de l'école offre un modèle qui peut être mis en place par d'autres écoles pour promouvoir l'équité 

et l'accessibilité pour tous les apprenants des programmes d'immersion en français. 

Mots clés : communauté d'apprentissage professionnelle, intervention précoce, conscience 

phonologique, équité, inclusion, immersion en français 
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Introduction 

In 1965, French immersion (FI) programs were introduced for Anglophone children in 

Québec to promote English-French bilingualism (Lambert & Tucker, 1972). Since then, FI 

programs have been implemented widely across Canada. Despite the popularity of these 

programs, retention rates are relatively low, particularly among children who experience reading-

related difficulties (Canadian Parents for French, 2019). Struggling readers are often counselled 

out of FI and into English-medium programs where they have a better chance of receiving 

necessary instructional support (Wise & Chen, 2015). Indeed, in the province of Manitoba where 

this study took place, reading-related difficulties are cited as one of the main reasons’ children 

are withdrawn from FI programs (Manitoba Education and Training, 2021). Moreover, FI 

students are generally not assessed for reading difficulties until Grades 2 or 3 (MacCoubrey et 

al., 2004; Wise & Chen, 2009) despite empirical evidence that argues in favour of early 

screening and intervention targeting children identified as at-risk readers (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2006).  

Against this background, we conducted a study employing mixed methods to report on 

the development and implementation of a kindergarten screening and intervention program 

created by a multidisciplinary professional learning community (PLC) in a FI school. Using 

quantitative methods, we report results indicating that the program was effective in promoting 

skills in phonological awareness among children identified as at-risk for reading difficulties. In 

addition, we provide insight into the roles played by key members of the school’s PLC through 

qualitative analyses of semi-structured interviews conducted with each member individually. 

Importantly, the work of the school’s professional learning community offers a model that may 

be implemented by other school teams to promote equity and inclusion for a diversity of learners 

in FI programs. 
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The Canadian FI context 

Canadian FI programs currently serve almost half a million students nationwide 

(Statistics Canada, 2021). In early FI, one of many models of FI programming distinguished 

primarily based on age of intake, non-Francophone children receive integrated content and 

language instruction in French beginning in kindergarten or Grade 1. In Manitoba, students are 

taught exclusively in French in kindergarten and Grade 1 and begin to receive English language 

arts instruction in Grade 2. As a result, students are expected to acquire competence in oral and 
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bilingual children consistently outperform their monolingual counterparts on various skills 

including language processing and executive control (Bialystok, 2005; Genesee, et al., 2004). 

The early literacy screening and intervention designed by the team at the FI school was 

based on the Response to Intervention (RTI) model. The RTI model has been widely 

implemented throughout school systems as a preventive multi-tiered process of assessment and 

instruction to address the needs of students who are at-risk of reading failure (McIntosh, et al., 

2011). RTI was developed to promote teachers’ role as first interventionist by allowing them to 

flag a child who may be at-risk for reading difficulties and adjust their classroom practices to 

better meet the child’s learning needs (Mesmer & Mesmer, 2008). The model consists of three 

tiers of instruction: Tier I represents high-quality, evidence-based classroom instruction delivered 

to all students, Tier II represents instruction provided in small groups to at-risk children as a 

means of supplementing classroom instruction, and Tier III represents individualized instruction 

(Vaughn et al., 2007). Thus, the progression across tiers is characterized by more systematic and 

explicit instruction, increased duration or frequency of lessons, smaller group size, reliance on 

colleagues with specific expertise such as clinical support staff, and increased practice time on a 

target skill (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2006). 

A School-Based Professional Learning Community to Deliver Kindergarten Phonological 

Awareness Training 

It is within this broader context that this FI school established an early screening and 

emergent literacy intervention program for its kindergarten children. The focus of the program 

was phonological awareness, a key literacy-related skill, defined as the ability to attend to, 

isolate, and manipulate the sounds in words at the syllable, onset-rime, and individual phoneme 

levels (Wagner et al., 1999). The impetus for the program was recognition that as school 
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al., 2011). This may be because phonological awareness skills acquired in the L1 in the preschool 

years (through exposure to nursery rhymes, for example) are transferred across languages to 

support L2 learning (Chung et al., 2019; Koda, 2008). Moreover, studies involving FI students 

have revealed that school-based early identification and intervention provided in the student’s L1 

have positive outcomes for students who are showing signs of difficulty in acquiring skills in L2 
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intervention program. Specifically, we tested whether the English phonological awareness skills 

of FI students identified as at-risk for reading difficulties improved after participating in the 

intervention. To do so, we compared phonological awareness scores obtained in the fall of 

kindergarten (pre-intervention) to those obtained in spring of the same year (post-intervention). 

Furthermore, we examined whether gains made over time in kindergarten on English 

phonological awareness predicted French reading one year later (i.e., end of Grade 1) among 

children who had participated in the intervention.  

In addition to quantitative analyses evaluating intervention effects, we carried out semi-

structured interviews with key members of the PLC leadership to gain insights into their roles in 

developing and implementing the early screening and intervention program at the FI school. We 

considered this an important goal of our study given the paucity of research on PLCs in Canadian 

FI schools (Cranston, 2011; Dressler, 2018; Ferguson, 2013). Indeed, to our knowledge, this 

study is the first to address the importance of establishing school-based interprofessional PLCs to 

better support struggling students in FI classrooms with the goal of promoting equity in practice.  

Method 

Participants 

The children who participated in this study were enrolled in an early FI program in a 

publicly funded school in Southern Manitoba. The school offers FI programming from 

kindergarten to Grade 6. The kindergarten program at the school runs for a half day, five days per 

week. All instruction is delivered in French until Grade 2, at which point 20 to 25 percent of 

instructional time is dedicated to English language arts. Therefore, the children were in the early 

stages of acquiring language and literacy skills in French. A total of 85 kindergarten children (M 

age = 76 months, SD = 3.45) from five classrooms in the same elementary FI school participated 
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in the study. Participants’ language status was determined based on language exposure in the 

home as reported by the child’s parent. Of the 85 children, 69 (79%) were exposed only to 

English in the home and 18 (21%) were exposed to a language other than English at home. The 

home languages represented in the sample were Arabic (n=1), Bengali (n=1), Chinese (n=1), 

Nepali (n=1), Portuguese (n=1), Punjabi (n=1), Spanish (n=2), Tagalog (n=4), Tringinga (n=1), 

Ukrainian (n=1), Urdu (n=3), and Vietnamese (n=1). All children had exposure to English in the 

broader community as it is the societal language in the region in Manitoba in which this study 

was conducted.  

The children were assessed in the fall of kindergarten using the English Phonological 

Awareness Screening Tool-Revised (PAST-R: Kilpatrick, 2016) to identify those who were at-

risk of reading d
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!"#$#%#&'()%*+,)-.$.//0 Phonological awareness was assessed in English using the 

Phonological Awareness Screening Tool-Revised (PAST-R: Kilpatrick, 2016). It was 
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digits. The task consisted of 12 items in which each item was repeated twice. The task was 

discontinued when the child made two consecutive errors. The test also contained two practice 

items. The raw score represented the longest sequence of digits that was repeated correctly. 

https://youtu.be/h7LaK7enWcI
https://youtu.be/_PwAfG6ZQz8
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sounds and produce the initial sound in the words presented (e.g., the child was presented with 

three pictures, an apple, a doll, and a duck, and was asked to match the words with the same 

initial sound (i.e., doll and duck).   

In the months of January and February, the children were reassessed on the phonological 

awareness skills they had focused on during the intervention. Students who continued to meet at-

risk criteria (i.e., a score of less than 80% correct responses) received a second round of 

interventions that ran from March to May. The same protocols and timeline used in the first 

round were followed in the second round of intervention. Note that the children received the 

second intervention only on aspects of phonological awareness on which they continued to 

struggle. Should a child continue to meet the at-risk criterion at the end-of-year assessment that 

followed the second round of intervention, parents were contacted by the literacy and student 

services teachers. The teachers would inform them of their child’s difficulties and provide them 

with literacy activities and strategies to support their child at home over the summer months. 

Semi-Structured Qualitative Interviews  

Five key members of the school’s PLC (the speech-language pathologist, the literacy and 

student services teachers, the school psychologist, and the principal) took part in semi-structured 

individual interviews online via the Zoom platform with the first author. We used a qualitative 

st
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were transcribed verbatim by trained, undergraduate research assistants who did not participate in 
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success, all four demonstrated marked improvement in phonological awareness between pre- and 

post-intervention. Specifically, student 1 moved up from the 17th to the 44th percentile rank, 

student 2 from the 14th to the 34th percentile rank, student 3 from the 17th to the 44th percentile 

rank, and student 4 from the 4th to the 35th percentile rank. 

Table 2 displays the descriptive statistics for all variables administered in Grade 1. 

Pearson bivariate correlations among all measures are shown in Table 3. Notably, there was a 

moderate correlation between post-intervention phonological awareness and French reading (r 

= .311, p < .05). 

Table 2.  
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from the interviews of the school’s speech-language pathologist, literacy and student services 

teachers, school psychologist, and principal, each in turn. 

=".*>2..("*?)$&4)&.*!)5"#%#&'/50*The SLP was a key player in this school-based collaboration. 

In conversations with teachers, she was often told that children were struggling to acquire early 

literacy skills. This spurred her to learn as much as she could about phonological awareness and 

its relation to early reading achievement through professional development workshops and 
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activities. These informal interventions led to positive learning outcomes for the children in this 

small-scale intervention. As the value of early identification and intervention became clear, fall 

screening was introduced and all kindergarten teachers were trained to incorporate phonological 

awareness skills training in French in the classroom. The literacy teacher and student services 

teacher took on the role of mentors to their colleagues, observing them as they taught in their 

classrooms and providing feedback to improve their practices. The partnership between specialist 
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later on.” With time and support from their colleagues, teacher concerns abated, and they were 

brought on board with the program.  

=".*>("##%*!/<("#%#&'/50*When the school psychologist joined the team, he assumed 

responsibility for all aspects of assessment, managing most of the data collection process and 

data analysis. The psychologist’s expertise was instrumental in supporting efforts to refine 

screening procedures and intervention practices over time, ensuring that they were data-driven 

and evidence-based. His input in the project also encouraged a whole-child approach that 

involved monitoring overall student well-being, in addition to literacy skills. He paid special 

attention to qualitative data in the form of anecdotal notes from teachers and oral or written 

feedback from parents in addition to tracking quantitative data to assist the team in identifying 

students at-risk. *

Like the SLP, the psychologist’s effect on the early screening and intervention program 

was also felt at the school division level. Through his extensive professional network, he was 
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about this, [we] started really seeing the role that everyone could play early on…And it 

was really through these conversations that we all saw that we have a certain set of skills 

that all actually fit together…And that makes most sense, because we're all fighting the 

same problem...you know, figuring out early on where we can actually make a 

difference.”  

He, too, believes there are many obstacles to overcome when creating a school-based 
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(2011) that related to effecting change in schools to improve literacy outcomes, he met with key 

members of his staff to begin sorting out details, such as their respective roles in the screening 

and intervention process, measurement tools, content of the intervention, and teacher training. 

The principal provided leadership, direction, and fostered collaboration within the school. He was 

instrumental in getting teacher and parent buy-in for the screening and intervention program, in 

program planning and establishing goals, as well as in creating a daily routine that incorporated 

Tier I and Tier II phonological awareness training in kindergarten.  *

The principal met often with key PLC members whose expertise he turned to for 

interpretation of test results, and the development and refinement of the early screening and 

interventions. He led by example, admitting his own gaps in knowledge, and seeking to address 

them. The principal participated actively in the assessment process, in teacher training, and in 

teaching or co-teaching phonological awareness strategies in kindergarten classrooms alongside 

his colleagues. On occasion, he filled in for teachers to free them up to participate in professional 

development activities. In this way, he developed trusting relationships with his staff and made 

clear that the program was a top priority. The principal stated: 

“If you're going to give advice to a school to get this to happen, though, I think it needs to 

focus a lot on the school leadership, to get engaged, to get involved, to get knowledgeable 
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in their schools. In his current role as a divisional principal, he continues to advocate for 

universal screening and early intervention and feels this is by far the highlight of his career. 

Discussion 

  The current study employed a longitudinal mixed-methods design to achieve two 

objectives. First, quantitative analyses sought to evaluate the effects of an early phonological 

awareness screening and intervention program conducted in English on kindergarten English 

phonological awareness skills and Grade 1 French reading skills among children enrolled in a FI 

school. Secondly, qualitative analyses of data derived from structured interviews sought to 

illuminate the roles played by key members of the school’s multidisciplinary professional 

learning community during the process of developing and implementing the literacy screening 

and intervention. In discussing our findings, we will first turn our attention to the quantitative 

results, then to the qualitative results.  *

  With respect to our first research objective, we found that FI children identified as at-risk 

for reading difficulties on the basis of an English phonological awareness screening administered 

in the fall of kindergarten made significant gains in English phonological awareness assessed in 

spring of the same year following participation in the intervention. Notably, the children in our 

sample made significant gains on standard scores. This finding attests to the efficacy of the 

phonological awareness intervention program. The finding is an important one considering the 

critical role phonological awareness plays in the acquisition of skilled word reading among both 
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the spring of kindergarten of a group of children who met the initial cut-off and did not receive 

the intervention is needed to clarify the effects of this early literacy initiative on the development 

of phonological awareness. 

Our analyses further revealed that English phonological awareness assessed at post-

intervention was found to make a positive contribution to French reading in the spring of Grade 

1. Our results were consistent with findings of past early identification and intervention studies 

conducted in a FI setting which indicates that early screening and intervention are effective in 

supporting the development of French reading skills in later grades and that they can be 

conducted in English, the children’s stronger language (e.g., Wise & Chen 2010; Wise et al., 
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al., 2014; Marinova-Todd et al., 2010). From a practical perspective, early assessment of FI 
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evidence-based teaching practices, and ongoing monitoring of student progress to inform 

refinements in assessment and practice. Together, they reinvented classroom practice in a way 

that reflected their shared professional growth and fostered a collective sense of responsibility for 

student learning. Collaboration - within and across professional disciplines - was at the heart of 

the PLC’s work. To this day, teaching strategies and the choice of assessment measures at the FI 

school continue to be refined on the basis of student data, input from the PLC’s research 

partners, and the school community’s ongoing collaborative learning. The importance of this 

work cannot be overstated: through their efforts, equity may be achieved for all students.  

A notable feature of the school’s PLC was its integration of the parents of struggling 

readers in the learning process. When four of the children failed to meet success criteria on all 

aspects of phonological awareness following two rounds of kindergarten intervention, the 

resource and literacy teachers met with their parent(s) to inform them of their child’s difficulties 

and discuss ways that they might become involved in supporting their child’s literacy learning. 

The teachers shared their knowledge about the importance of phonological awareness to early 

reading achievement with parents. They provided handout activities to share with the parents to 
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Limitations and Conclusions 

There are a few limitations in our measures and our sample size that we need to consider 

with respect to our research. First, the generalizability of our findings is limited by our use of a 

phonological awareness measure that was normed only for students in Manitoba. It would be 

ideal to include additional standardized measures that have been normed on a broader Canadian 

population. Additionally, we must recognize the tentative nature of our findings in the absence of 

a no-intervention control group. The absence of a control group is a consequence of a decision 

made by school personnel whereby children found to meet the established cut-off (50th 

percentile or above) on the fall phonological awareness screening measure were not re-tested in 

the spring. Without comparable data at both time points, we cannot say conclusively if gains in 

phonological awareness made by the intervention group were due to the intervention itself or to 

extraneous factors such as maturation or classroom instruction. Additionally, unlike previous 

research (see Furner & Samuelsson, 2011; Power & Atkinson, 2021), phonological awareness 

and RAN were not correlated in our data. Future studies should examine the correlations between 

these cognitive measures in FI populations.   

Despite the limitations, the work of the FI school’s PLC offers a model that may be 

implemented by other school teams to support exceptional learners in FI. In addition to 

enhancing equitable access to the program, a core principle of publicly funded education in 

Canada, the model offers a means of reducing attrition due to reading-related difficulties. Indeed, 

across the country, retention rates in FI are particularly low among children who struggle to learn 

to read (CPF, 2019). Early screening and intervention in phonological awareness are key to 

redressing this trend, since phonological awareness is critical to the acquisition of skills in word 

reading among bilingual children (e.g., Bruck & Genessee, 1995). Moreover, implementing 
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equitable classroom practices in FI aimed at meeting the learning needs of diverse students is key 

to meeting the program’s goal of promoting additive bilingualism, that is, the development of 

proficiency in oral and written skills in both French and English, for all Canadian children.   
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