
Introduction
 In the past, extensive research into the factors predicting strong early reading abil-
ity in children has been conducted in the context of children learning to read in their 
native language. Such research is important because of evidence showing that chil-
dren who fail to progress in the acquisition of early reading skills are likely to show 
sustained levels of low reading achievement (Juel, 1988).
 Research has shown that for children developing literacy skills in their L1, linguistic 
measures such as letter knowledge and phonological awareness are signi!cant pre-
dictors of early reading ability, while cognitive factors such as general intelligence are 
less important (Adams, 1990). Furthermore, demographic and environmental factors, 
such as the number of children’s books in the home, have also been shown to play a 
signi!cant role in predicting early reading ability in the L1 (Wig!eld and Asher, 1984, 
etc.).
 This study sought to examine whether these same factors are also signi!cant pre-
dictors of immediate progress in early reading ability for children learning to read in 
French, their L2. In Canada, the French Immersion program provides the child’s sec-
ond language as the medium of instruction rather than as an instructional topic itself, 
and in its traditional model, 100% of tuition is delivered in French from junior kinder-
garten (4yrs) to Grade 3.  English is introduced as a school subject for an hour a day in 
Grade 4.
 The participants in the current study were part of a larger intervention study (Mac-
Coubrey, 2002). French Immersion kindergarten students were administered mea-
sures of linguistic and cognitive abilities in their !rst month of school, when minimal 
or no formal reading instruction had been provided, and again !ve months later to 
measure the development of French letter knowledge.  In addition, a questionnaire 
tapping home literacy practices and experience with French was also provided to the 
parents.

Method
Participants
 Only children for whom 
information was provided 
regarding their home lin-
guistic environment were 
used in this study’s sample 
(n = 80, mean age = 5 y, 5m, 
SD = 3.0 m); 27 children from 
the original sample who did not return a completed questionnaire were excluded 
here. 
 Two groups were identi!ed as having high or low French letter knowledge (FLK) 
in March of Kindergarten. Four participants, grouped around the median of the FLK 
score were removed from the sample, resulting in n = 76. The mean scores for FLK and 
CA of both groups are shown in Figures 1a and 1b.

Measures Administered in October
Measures testing cognitive-linguistic skills of the children included:
Matrix Analogies Test (Naglieri, J. A., 1985):  
 To test their ability in nonverbal analogical reasoning, children are asked to choose 

which one of !ve or six options best belongs in a missing section of the picture they 
are shown. 
Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test (Dunn, L., & Dunn, L., 1997):
 As a test of verbal vocabulary, children are asked to choose which one of four pic-
tures best represents a word provided to them by pointing to or naming the picture 
by corresponding number (ex. “Show me/What number is ‘elephant’?”).
Échelle de Vocabulaire en Images Peabody (Dunn, L., Theriault-Whalen, C., & Dunn, L., 
1993): 
 The EVIP is a verbal vocabulary test identical to the PPVT, administered in French.
Measures testing the pre-reading skills of the children included:
Rapid Letter and Digit Naming (Comprehensive Test of Phonological Processing: CTOPP; 
Wagner, R. K., Torgesen, J. K., & Rashotte, C. A., 1999):
 Two rapid naming tasks administered in English, letters and numbers, were mea-
sured here. The tests measure the speed with which children can name randomly ar-
ranged sets of letters or numbers.
Phonological Awareness (CTOPP):
 In phoneme elision, participants were asked to repeat a word and then repeat the 
same word without one phoneme (ex. “Say ‘mat’. Now say ‘mat’ without the /m/”). In 
phoneme blending, participants were asked to listen to a set of phonemes and to 
combine these phonemes to create a real word (ex. “What word do the sounds /p/ /I/ 
/n/ make?”). These measures were administered in English.
Word Identi!cation (WID; Woodcock, R. W., 1998):
 To test their ability to read English words, children were asked to identify isolated 
words, read in order of increasing di"culty.
Letter Name Identi!cation (LID) and Letter Sound Identi!cation (LS):
 Participants were shown 26 cards with lower-case printed letters; they were asked 
to provide the names and, in a separate session, the sounds of the letters. Measures of 
English letter knowledge were taken at the beginning of the school year. Measures of 
French letter knowledge were taken in March of the kindergarten year and were the 
variables used to form the groups. 
 The questionnaire provided to parents included many questions relating to their 
home’s literacy and language practices and parents were asked to indicate which one 
of a variety of options best represented their home environment for each question 
(ex. How often do you speak French to your Kindergarten child? Never, Rarely, Some-
times, Frequently, or Always). 

Results
Home Literacy Practices and Language Experience
 Chi-square analyses were used to assess between-groups di#erences. If the crite-
rion for a minimum of !ve responses per category was not reached for a given ques-
tion, the categories were collapsed to maintain statistical integrity.

Cognitive/Linguistic and Prereading Measures
 Two MANOVAs were conducted to test for di#erences between groups. The !rst 
MANOVA testing cognitive/linguistic measures (PPVT, EVIP, and MAT) was not signi!-
cant (MANOVA, F (3, 72) = 2.052, ns). The second MANOVA testing pre-reading mea-
sures (phoneme blending, phoneme elision, rapid digit naming, rapid letter naming, 
English word identi!cation, French word identi!cation, English letter name identi!-
cation, and English letter sound identi!cation) was signi!cant (MANOVA, F (8, 67) = 
5.632, p < .001). 

 

Follow-up univariate tests of the pre-reading measures indicated that signi!cant dif-
ferences between groups existed in phoneme blending (F (1, 74) = 4.032, p < .05), rapid 
digit naming (F (1, 74) = 8.70, p < .01), English word identi!cation (F (1, 74) = 6.704, p 
< .05), English letter name identi!cation (F (1, 74) = 20.674, p < .001), and English let-
ter sound identi!cation (F (1, 74) = 21.631, p < .001).

Discussion
 The results of this study suggest that the di#erences which lie between the high 
and low FLK groups are not due to di#erences in the demographic factors studied 
here, except in the way that demographic factors can in$uence cognitive-linguistic 
skills. However, this di#ering in$uence of demographic factors cannot be accounted 
for solely by environmental statistics such as number of children’s books in the home 
or the frequency that the child is spoken to in French by the parents.
 Based on the results of the questionnaire data, we can also conclude that there is 
a typical pro!le of parents who send their children to French Immersion programs in 
our sample. With few exceptions, children enrolled in French Immersion kindergarten 
programs do not have parents who speak French at a skilled level or speak it frequently 
to their child. Also typically, their home is not a supportive language environment for 
French through the media of books or television. Thus, the development of $uency 
in the child’s L2 seems to be exclusively reserved for the school environment, and at 
least some children make rapid progress in acquiring L2 literacy skills in school.
 Similar to the research reviewed by Adams (1990), we found that cognitive-linguis-
tic factors such as general intelligence and verbal vocabulary were less-signi!cant 
predictors of early reading ability than pre-reading linguistic factors such as phono-
logical awareness and word and letter knowledge. 
 Importantly, we found that many of the skills that di#erentiate children with high 
and low L2 alphabet knowledge are indexed in the L1.  Speci!cally, skills like English 
phoneme blending, rapid naming of English digits and alphabet knowledge in Eng-
lish show signi!cant di#erences between groups when measured early in kindergar-
ten.  This is consistent with previous research that has shown robust cross-linguistic 
transfer of emergent literacy skills in second language learners (Comeau, Cormier, 
Grandmaison & Lacroix, 1999; MacCoubrey, Wade-Woolley, Klinger & Kirby, 2004).
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