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Introduction to the Inaugural OISE Graduate Student Research Conference Journal:  

Creating Possibilities for Change in Education 
 
 
 
HEBA ELSHERIEF  
University of Toronto 
 
 
MIMI MASSON 
University of Ottawa 
 
 
SHAWNA CARROLL 
University of Toronto 
 
 
 
 
 When we decided to extend the annual Ontario Institute for Studies in Education (OISE) 
Graduate Student Research Conference (GSRC) this year into a journal that could be a venue to 
showcase presenters’ work, we knew the endeavor would take us into previously unexplored 
terrain. As any conference organizers might know, the amount of work involved in ensuring that 
all goes well on the day(s) of the event belie all that is required to pull it off: the planning and 
practice, the long nights and the exhaustive attention to getting the details right. Oftentimes, 
during the latter months of 2017 and the earlier ones of 2018, if felt like we would only release 
our metaphorical breaths of relief in the evening of April 21st, after all the chairs were stowed 
away, the last light switch flipped off. Then we would remember that, this year, we had chosen 
to make the prospect of a peer-reviewed publication an added incentive for our presenters and 
those breaths needed to be drawn up again. After months of work, here we are, the inaugural 
GSRC Journal in hand and complete – but, ironically, rather than letting us rest, the articles it 
contains prompts us to work harder, to understand that when it comes to mobilizing our research 
towards the betterment of educational communities, then our commitment should be an ongoing 
endeavour. 
 Unlike typical conference proceedings that act like catalogues or records of who 
presented what, we decided we wanted the inaugural journal to be worthy enough to highlight 
the exciting research that had been presented at the conference in a more rigorous manner; 
though, not impossibly rigorous so as delay publication for exorbitant amounts of time as some 
academic journals are wont to do. As the conference encompassed the willingness and desire to 
celebrate experimental research methodologies alongside traditional ones, so too did we hope our 
journal would provide a permanent print (or digital) home for the presenters’ work. As the 
GSRC’s conference theme was Creating Possibilities for Change in Education, the journal 
embraced the same. We were inspired by both our keynote speakers. Dr. Gail Prasad’s On 
Be(com)ing A Syncretic Researcher made us really think about a triumvirate of “being the 
change” we want to see in our educational research world and how we might incorporate 
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ontological humility, methodological flexibility, and epistemological creativity into the work we 
do. In Onkwehonwe and Guest relationships: education and responsibilities for ‘reconciliation,’ 
Dr. Ruth Koleszar-Green spoke about the ethics of relationships in our work and how we, as 
settlers, must bind our research with an ongoing intentionality towards reconciliation, how we 
must work to modes of education that would throw off the ongoing binds of colonialism. Both 
speakers were warm and generous with their advice, invigorating us as we read all the wonderful 
submissions that came into the journal and, it would seem, also the authors whose articles and 
pieces have been included in the issue.   
 Dr. Eizadirad of Ryerson University offers the first article, a pertinent discussion about 
the relationship between curricula and standardized testing and the philosophies that inform their 
relationship. The paper demonstrates how the Education Quality and Accountability Office’s 
(EQAO) assessments have historically harnessed the underpinnings of the Tyler Rationale – one 
that privileged positivist, technocratic and quantifiable approaches to curriculum development. 
Dr. Eizadirad shows how, accordingly, standardized testing unfairly works against racialized 
students and those from lower socio-economic status communities. The paper is ultimately a call 
for questioning hegemonic approaches to curriculum evaluation. 
 Wickstrom applies a similar ethical outlook when it comes to children’s drawings in 
kindergarten. Originally a poster paper on work done in a larger empirical project which 
examines the impact and implementation of Ontario’s full-day kindergarten program under the 
supervision of Dr. Janette Pelletier, the journal article version of the poster here reads as an 
intervention piece. Wickstrom maintains that while young children represent their learning 
through various and multiple modalities, assessment is restricted to formalized, constrained 
writing tasks. The alternative posited here demonstrates how children’s drawings can instead be 
utilized to communicate their learning. 
 Next, Boldyreva challenges barriers too, this time in experiential science education 
outside of the typical classroom setting. In high school classes, field trips –such as those to 
conservation centres – are markedly less common; but, in a world with ongoing and dangerous 
climate management and environmental issues, more necessary than ever. Experiential learning 
experiences have been proven to garner more comprehensive science knowledge and greater 
understanding of how to meet ecological challenges but those learning experiences are simply 
not happening as much as they should be. Boldyreva conducted semi-structured interviews with 
science teachers in Ontario to uncover what they perceived were the barriers to having more 
experiential learning experiences for students and what might be done to overcome them. 
 Bayliss’ article also contains a necessary look at the research around school-based 
mindfulness interventions. Previously used in healthcare centres, busy corporate offices and even 
prisons, Mindfulness-Based Interventions (MBIs) have found their way into school settings. 
Bayliss cautions that while this may seem like a positive development for the ways in which 
MBIs have the potential to treat students’ stress, depression, anxiety, and other disorders, it is 
difficult to make sweeping conclusions about the actual effectiveness of mindfulness training for 
these purposes. The timely review of literature on the topic both explains what school-based 
MBIs are and laments the lack of research that has been done on them to date. The review 
demonstrates why further research is needed in this very promising area. 
 Castonguay-Payant takes us to the boroughs of Montreal in an exploration of how parents 
judge schools and make assumptions about educational quality measures. School choice 
practices in the province are increasing quasi-market logic, which Castonguay-Payant tells us is 
characterized by competition within a state-regulated service, or at least competitive 
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interdependencies between schools in urban areas. The study aimed to find out how school 
choice practices vary by parents’ cognitive and normative categories, relation to others, social 
position, social and cultural resources or spatial locations. The value of studies like this one may 
rest in understanding the collective consequences of school choice practices and the discussion 
around the problematic effects of social segregation. 
 As the GSRC conference included presentations in both official languages and hoped to 
foster a cross-university and provincial dialogue on educational research in Canada, we are 
excited to include Burchell et al.’s French language piece on the cross-language transfer of 
syntactic awareness for anglophone students in French immersion. Using mediation modelling to 
measure syntactic awareness, they found that it facilitates vocabulary development, reading 
comprehension and other linguistic capacities and recommend its inclusion in the Canadian 
French Immersion Program. 
 Kaszuba further extends the discourse on French language teaching through the 
consideration of educational programs for teacher training. The need for qualified French 
teachers in Ontario has prompted immersion-based programs that stand in contrast to the course-
based model which focuses primarily on language teaching methods. Kaszuba sought to compare 
and contrast the experiences of student teachers in both types of programs and while the sample 
size was small, the findings support that immersion-based teacher education offers more in-depth 
second language theory and strategically timed practical experiences. 
 Del-Villar concludes the issue with a piece on training programs for Master of Social 
Work (MSW) students in an institute in New York city. Despite the diversity there, Del-Villar 
explains, very few MSW field education programs focus on anti-oppressive practice and anti-
racist work. To begin to remedy this disparity, the author constructed and tested a pedagogical 
approach to training pre-service social workers for work with and among marginalized and 
racialized communities. The piece is a fascinating report on the results observed and concludes 
by underscoring the need to standardize effective anti-oppression and anti-racist training 
curriculum. 
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Legitimization and Normalization of EQAO Standardized Testing as an Accountability 
Tool in Ontario: Rise of Quantifiable Outcome-Based Education and Inequitable 

Educational Practices 

 
 
 

ARDAVAN  EIZADIRAD 
Ryerson University  
 
 
 
 
Abstract 
This paper examines the relationship between curricula and standardized assessments and the 
philosophies that inform their relationship in the context of Ontario, Canada. The philosophical 
origins of Ontario’s curriculum and assessment policy and practice are explored to see if there is 
evidence of a trilateral symbiotic relationship between the Ontario curriculum, the Tyler 
Rationale referring to the central questions Ralph Tyler identified as significant for effective 
curriculum development, and Education Quality and Accountability Office (EQAO) standardized 
testing. It is argued that the legitimization and implementation of EQAO standardized tests 
beginning in 1996 contributed to the rise of quantifiable outcome-based education within the 
Ontario curriculum justified via philosophical underpinnings of the Tyler Rationale. 
Furthermore, it is argued that the way EQAO standardized tests are administered and the results 
used, with a focus on quantifiable outcomes, perpetuates inequitable educational practices 
particularly disadvantaging racialized students and those from lower socio-economic status. 
 
Keywords: Standardized testing, EQAO, equity, accountability, assessment  
 
 
 

Introduction 
 

This paper investigates the philosophical origins of Ontario’s curriculum and assessment 
policy and practice to see if there is evidence of a trilateral symbiotic relationship between the 
Ontario curriculum, the Tyler Rationale referring to the central questions Ralph Tyler identified 
as significant for effective curriculum development, and Education Quality and Accountability 
Office (EQAO) standardized testing. The theorization of this relationship is explored and 
described as symbiotic referring to the notion that all three components need each other to 
survive, thrive, and legitimize one another. In order to critically understand the rise and 
normalization of the use of standardized testing, administered by EQAO in publicly funded 
schools in Ontario with its emphasis on accountability, we must first take a step back and 
examine various historical junctions leading up to our current context. This includes examining 
the operationalization and use of the word curriculum in mainstream schooling, development and 
changes within the field of Curriculum Studies over time, the philosophical underpinnings 
associated with the Tyler Rationale for developing curriculum, and the historical roots behind 
legitimization and implementation of standardized testing as a thermometer for checking mastery 
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of curriculum content by students and providing accountability to the general public about the 
quality of education offered by schools. Finally, this paper examines to what extent the current 
way EQAO standardized tests are administered and the results used, with a focus on quantifiable 
outcomes, perpetuates inequitable educational practices particularly disadvantaging racialized 
students and those from lower socio-economic status. 

 
Historical Overview of What Constitutes as Curriculum 

 
Before examining how the development of the Ontario curriculum was largely influenced 

by the Tyler Rationale and its philosophical underpinnings, we must first briefly examine the 
operationalization and use of the word curriculum from a historical perspective and changes 
within the field of Curriculum Studies over time. Egan (1978) points out that curriculum is “a 
Latin word carried directly over into English” (p. 10) rooted in the Latin word currere with its 
literal meaning being “a running,” “a race,” “a course,” which can be interpreted as “the course 
to be run” (p. 10). From this perspective, curriculum is the content students study which is 
considered important to master, and by end of “the course” students are expected to demonstrate 
mastery and understanding of the knowledge presented to them. Secondary questions that arise 
from viewing curriculum as a “course to be run” are “what should the curriculum contain?” and 
“what is the best way to organize these contents?” (Egan, 1978, p. 11) Egan (1978) argues it was 
not until many decades later that societies began to consider the significance of “How should 
things be taught (p.12)?” which began a transitional shift towards considering teaching pedagogy 
rather than focusing on absolute course content when developing curriculum. This symbolized a 
monumental shift from what questions to how questions. Transition to “How should things be 
taught?” led to exploring curriculum in relation to various factors ranging from the way the 
classroom space is set-up to considering specific needs and interests of students relative to their 
preferred learning styles and other variables that individualized learning to maximize teaching 
and learning effectiveness. This is exemplified through the metaphor of the teacher role being 
changed from “teacher as master” to “teacher as facilitator” (Egan, 1978, p. 14).    

 
Philosophical Underpinnings of the Tyler Rationale and its Role in Development  

of the Ontario Curriculum and Use of Standardized Testing in Schools 
 

The relationship between subject specific curriculum content and implementation of 
standardized testing to assess mastery of learning content is facilitated by the Tyler Rationale and 
its philosophical underpinnings. Pinar, Reynolds, Slattery and Taubman (1995) in their 
foundational book titled Understanding Curriculum: An Introduction to the Study of Historical 
and Contemporary Curriculum Discourses provide a holistic description and analysis of how the 
meaning of curriculum has changed over time and re-conceptualized based on different schools 
of thought and societal expectations. Their timeline of curriculum examination begins with an 
early historical focus on the notion of curriculum development as a field and transitions to 
explore more modern uses of curriculum in more recent years. Pinar et al. (1995) argue that 
“curriculum reconceptualization” (p. 17) has occurred in more recent years where curriculum is 
deconstructed from specific disciplines including but not limited to understanding “curriculum as 
historical and political text” and arguing now more than ever the importance of “understanding 
curriculum as racial text” (p. 23). Understanding curriculum as racial text involves critically 
questioning the power dynamics in the implementation of curriculum and standardized testing 
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and making visible the processes involved in perpetuation of subtle racism in schools enacted 
through institutional policies and practices such as the use of standardized testing for 
accountability purposes. We have to constantly ask, who does the current enactment of 
curriculum and standardized testing benefit and who does it oppress and at what costs (Kearns, 
2011; Masood, 2008)?  

Ralph Tyler is well-known for his contribution to the field of Curriculum Development 
for the central questions he identified as significant for effective curriculum development in his 
book titled Basic Principles of Curriculum and Instruction published in 1949. His work is 
referred to by many scholars as “the Bible of curriculum making” (Pinar et al., 1995, p. 33) due 
to its profound impact in establishment of the field of Curriculum Development as a discipline. 
The questions identified by Ralph Tyler became known as the Tyler Rationale in the field of 
Curriculum Studies and Curriculum Development. Tyler outlines four important questions: 

 
1) What educational purposes should the school seek to attain? [Objectives] 
2) What educational experiences can be provided that are likely to attain these purposes? 

[Design] 
3) How can these educational experiences be effectively organized? [Scope and 

Sequence] 
4) How can we determine whether these purposes are being attained? [Evaluation] 

(Kleibard, 1970, p. 259-260) 
  

Tyler’s questions have been used as a step by step guide to develop curriculum content in 
a linear manner that begins with outlining learning objectives and ends with assessing mastery of 
the learning content often via assessment methods such as standardized tests. As Hunkins and 
Hammill (1994) state,  

 
Tyler gave us a techno-speak that enabled us to be part of the modernism of this century. 
In a very real sense, the Tyler Rationale gave us slogans and shared ideals and views of 
curriculum and its creation. We could share common visions; we could communicate 
with a shared language. (p. 8)  

 
Tyler’s vision was influential in establishing the field of Curriculum Development as a discipline 
but as Eizadirad, Martinez and Ruminot	(2016) argue, Tyler’s approach towards curriculum 
development aligned with a positivist and technocratic approach coinciding “with the paradigm 
of social functionalism which views education as scientific, observable, and a measurable 
phenomenon; a process that is quantifiable” (p. 67). According to this paradigm, the learning 
process is prompted by a rationale curriculum that is linear and captured in a quantifiable manner 
structured in learning objectives, observable behaviours, and a system of evaluation (Tyler, 
1949). Hunkins and Hammill (1994) point out that Tyler’s Rationale towards curriculum 
development quickly became very popular due “to the very reasonableness and workability of 
the rationale, regardless of one's context” (p. 7). They go on to expand:  
 

It could all be mapped out in linear fashion. In a sense, all we had to do was connect the 
dots and the outline of the program would become evident. Then our task was just to 
color within the lines and the curriculum would be covered. (p. 8)  
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 The evaluation process, which is the last step of the Tyler Rationale, is known as the 
checking step for mastery of curriculum content. As Tyler (1975) states, “evaluation needs to be 
conducted to find out the extent to which students are actually developing the patterns of 
behavior that the curriculum was designed to help them learn” (p. 32). This is where the 
justification for the use of tests, including EQAO standardized tests for accountability purposes, 
arises as a technocratic evaluation apparatus with a focus on outcomes via test scores to check 
the extent to which students have mastered the curriculum content.  

Leading up to the 1990s, the province of Ontario had “no history of large-scale 
assessment and none with high-stakes for students, schools, and districts” (Volante, 2007, p. 2). 
Due to political pressure to produce better student results in international comparison tests and to 
better prepare students for the rise of a knowledge-based Canadian economy, the Ontario 
government responded to public pressure by establishing “higher standards through the 
development of common curricular outcomes across schools district and regions” (Grey, 2017, p. 
7). This resulted in the publication of Common Curriculum Grades 1-9 by Ontario Ministry of 
Education in 1995. Prior to this there was no standardized curriculum in Ontario outlining 
specific objectives to be achieved by the end of each grade. The introduction of a standardized 
curriculum by the government was part of the larger agenda to centralize control of education via 
accountability discourse to ensure taxpayers and the public that a high quality education was 
offered by schools across various geographies. This was accomplished by developing a common 
curriculum which explicitly as a document described specific standards and objectives to be 
achieved by the end of each grade.  

The Tyler Rationale and its philosophical underpinnings were at the core of designing 
and developing the Ontario subject specific curriculum documents produced by Ministry of 
Education beginning in the 1990s where standardization was the hallmark of educational reforms 
being introduced and implemented by the government. According to the Ontario Ministry of 
Education website (2018), “The Ministry of Education is responsible for the development of 
curriculum. School boards and schools are responsible for the implementation of curriculum.” 
The Ontario Ministry of Education (2018) website further states:  

 
Curriculum policy documents identify what students must know and be able to do at the 
end of every grade or course in every subject in Ontario publicly funded schools. 
Curriculum documents are made up of three components: 
- The front matter provides critical foundational information about the curriculum itself 
and about how learning connects to Ministry of Education policies, programs, and 
priorities. 
- The curriculum expectations (overall and specific expectations) are the knowledge and 
skills that students are expected to demonstrate in each subject at each grade level by the 
end of the grade. 
- Additional supports, glossaries and overviews are included to provide further guidance 
and information to support the implementation of the curriculum. (Ontario Ministry of 
Education, 2018, para. 3) 
  
In 1997, the Common Curriculum was replaced with subject specific curriculum 

documents titled the Ontario Curriculum Grades 1-8. Grey (2017) outlines, “the new curriculum 
promised to be more dynamic and efficient than the previous one” (p. 7). As stated in the Ontario 
Curriculum Grades 1-8 document (1997), the intention of the curriculum was to explicitly 
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outline, “the required knowledge and skills for each grade set high standards and identify what 
parents and the public can expect children to learn in the schools of Ontario” (p. 3). The Ontario 
Curriculum Grades 1-8 (1997) further states: 

 
The provisions of detail will eliminate the need for school boards to write their own 
expectations, will ensure consistency in curriculum across province, and will facilitate 

  province-wide testing. Province-wide testing will be helpful to students who change 
schools, and will help parents in all regions to have a clear understanding of their child’s 
progress. (p. 3) 

 
Hence, the need for Ontario’s large scale standardized testing was justified under accountability 
purposes to fill the need for quantifiable results as a means to demonstrate to the public that 
students are mastering the curriculum content and therefore schools are offering high quality 
education. Mastery of content by students was judged via standardized tests and their 
quantifiable scores. Standardized tests were introduced and implemented by establishment of 
EQAO as an independent testing agency.  
 

Implementation of Large-Scale EQAO Standardized Testing in Ontario 
 

EQAO functions as a technocratic assessment apparatus, justifying the need for 
quantifiable outcome-based results, to demonstrate to the public the quality of education offered 
by schools. According to the EQAO website (2018), under “About the Agency,” they state:  
 

EQAO is an independent agency that creates and administers large-scale assessments to 
measure Ontario students’ achievement in reading, writing and math at key stages of their 
education. All EQAO assessments are developed by Ontario educators to align with The 
Ontario Curriculum. The assessments evaluate student achievement objectively and in 
relation to a common provincial standard. 

 
According to the document EQAO: Ontario’s Provincial Assessment Program- Its History and 
Influence (2013), the main objective of the EQAO agency is “to monitor students’ achievement 
at key points in their learning as a way of assuring the public that all students were being 
assessed in the same way and according to an established set of standards” (p. 5). Grades 3, 6, 9, 
and 10 were chosen as key points for students to be assessed in various subjects. The launch of 
yearly large scale EQAO census style, criterion-referenced assessments began in the 1996-1997 
school year where all Grade 3 children in Ontario wrote the EQAO test in domains of Reading, 
Writing, and Mathematics “which required approximately 12 hours of testing over two weeks” 
by completion of two language booklets and one math booklet (EQAO, 2013, p. 7). The 
implementation of Grade 6 yearly EQAO assessments began in the 1998-1999 school year taking 
up the same amount of time as the Grade 3 test. End of Grade 3 was specifically chosen for 
administration of the first set of EQAO standardized tests as it represented end of schooling in 
the Primary division referring to Grades 1 to 3, and Grade 6 was chosen for administration of 
second set of EQAO standardized tests because it represented end of schooling in the Junior 
division referring to Grades 4 to 6. In 2004, after a systemic review of its practices, EQAO 
reduced the amount of testing time by half to approximately six hours which resulted giving 
students two hours to complete each testing booklet. The Grade 9 Assessment of Mathematics 
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began in the 2000-2001 school year with the administration of different set of tests for applied 
and academic streams. Lastly, the high-stakes Grade 10 Literacy test was implemented in 2002 
consisting of two booklets. It is evaluated on a pass or fail criteria and successful completion is a 
requirement for obtaining a high school diploma. EQAO standardized testing continues to be 
implemented today in Grades 3, 6, 9, and 10 across the province of Ontario costing 
approximately $32 million dollars annually to administer. 
 

The Fraser Institute; Ranking of Schools and Property Values 
 
 According to Eizadirad et al. (2016), “Despite the fact that many initiatives are being 
implemented to respond to students’ needs rather than to tests needs, the efficiency of the 
educational system including its plans, programs, resources and technical efforts are still 
indirectly evaluated predominantly through EQAO test results” (p. 90). This is exemplified by 
the fact that there is a great deal of effort to rank schools based on school EQAO test results 
published annually by the Fraser Institute, as well as the amount of time devoted by schools to 
increase EQAO scores via investing in various initiatives. The Fraser Institute website (2018) 
expresses it “provides a detailed report on how each school is doing in academics compared to 
other ranked schools. It also shows whether the school’s results are improving, declining, or just 
staying steady over the most recent five years”. Many parents, particularly wealthy parents from 
higher socio-economic backgrounds, use public ranking of schools to judge the quality of 
education offered by schools and consequentially select their children’s school (Morgan, 2006; 
Knoester & Au, 2017). The publication of a yearly report ranking schools based on EQAO test 
results places greater pressure on schools to improve their school’s scores. This can lead to 
unethical practices such as teaching to the test and narrowing of the curriculum by focusing more 
on tested subjects at the expense of marginalization to the Arts and Health and Physical 
Education (Miller, 2000; Portelli & Konecny, 2013).  

The data the Fraser Institute uses to rank schools annually is “based on seven indicators, 
all of which are province-wide tests of literacy and mathematics administered by the province’s 
Education Quality and Accountability Office” (Gardener, 2017, p. 19). The ranking formula does 
not take into consideration each school’s unique student population such as number of students 
who are English as Second Language learners, students who have an Individual Education Plan 
outlining their exceptionalities and their required accommodations, and contextual factors such 
as social issues and systemic barriers impacting the community in which the school is spatially 
situated within. Since the inception and implementation of standardized testing in schools, there 
has been opposition and resistance from teacher unions against the publication of school 
rankings based exclusively on EQAO standardized test results as it creates a competitive 
environment that “pits both schools and school boards against one another” (Morgan, 2006, p. 
134). EQAO test scores have gained so much currency in recent years that increases or decreases 
in property values are highly correlated to school rankings according to their EQAO test results 
(Morgan, 2006; Pinto, 2016). This greatly disadvantages schools that are ranked low on the list 
because it can lead to lower enrollment of students and less funding since “school funding is tied 
to school enrolment and if enrolment falls, then the money allocated to the schools under the per-
pupil funding formula also falls” (Morgan, 2006, p. 134). 
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Rise of Quantifiable Outcome-Based Education via Standardized Testing and its Role in 
Perpetuation of Inequitable Educational Practices 

 
 The introduction of subject specific curriculum documents in mid 1990s in Ontario was 
largely influenced by the Tyler Rationale and its philosophical underpinning associated with a 
positivist technocratic paradigm which viewed learning as observable and quantifiable. This 
view towards education and how mastery of curriculum content can be judged and assessed 
provided the political niche and context for the introduction and legitimization of standardized 
tests in schools under accountability purposes. The assumption was that standardized tests would 
provide quantifiable indicators to judge the quality of education offered by schools calculated by 
how students did on EQAO administered standardized tests.  
 The rise of quantifiable outcome-based education, supported by the Tyler rationale and 
introduction of subject specific curriculum documents for each grade, created an environment 
that homogenized the needs of all students under a one-size-fits-all approach and contributed to 
perpetuation of inequitable educational practices. The implementation of the Tyler Rationale in 
developing curriculum documents created an environment where technocracy, neoliberalism, and 
racism flourished in the educational system leading to inequitable practices that expected all 
students to be achieving at a certain level by the end of each grade regardless of their 
socioeconomic status and lived circumstances such as access to opportunities, support, and social 
services. If students did not achieve at an expected level, they were judged for being incompetent 
and potentially labelled as “at risk” (Kearns, 2011; Masood, 2008).       

Reliance on rankings to judge the quality of education offered by schools narrows what 
education means and how proof of learning manifests itself which is currently predominantly 
judged by quantifiable factors such as standardized test scores. As Figazzolo (2009) expresses, 
“when education is restrained to mostly being an issue about how high we rank and quality of 
education and student performance therefore can be measured in quantitative terms, it 
automatically narrows the solution to educational problems to a matter of simply ranking higher” 
(p. 23). The hunger and thirst for ranking higher can lead to unethical practices such as teaching 
to the test and viewing students who do poorly on tests as liabilities towards the school image 
and reputation. Instead of focusing exclusively on rankings and outcomes measured through 
standardized tests, media, politicians, and the Ministry of Education needs to begin questioning 
the intended and unintended consequences of over-reliance on EQAO standardized tests and how 
the testing impacts students, particularly racialized students and those from lower socio-
economic status. 

 Kearns (2011) interviewed sixteen youth who failed the Grade 10 Ontario Secondary 
School Literacy Test administered by EQAO and found,  

 
Youth who pass the OSSLT are privileged, rewarded, deemed to be good future citizens 
and active contributors to society, whereas those who fail are named as different, deemed 
not up to the standard, are considered to be not thriving, and, therefore, must work harder 
to become good future citizens. (p. 123)  
 

More importantly, “the literacy test was alienating for some youth… because it undermined 
some of their positive identity-confirming experiences, and forced them to negotiate a negative 
label” such as being “illiterate” (p. 124).  Kearn’s study depicts how standardized tests can 
inscribe an identity on students, one that is powerful enough to create doubt in students, lower 
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their self-confidence about their competencies, and lead to reduction of motivation for striving to 
succeed in school. As a nation and as caring educators, we have to dissect assessment policies 
and how they are enacted in schools and how they uniquely impact different identities and social 
group. This involves recognizing that “there are cultural, social, political, and economic norms 
that exist within standardized tests that privilege some youth’s cultural capital and devalues that 
of others” (Kearns, 2011, p. 125).  

Neoliberal market-driven ideologies of education blame the individual for their failure, 
without considering how systemic barriers contribute to creating social conditions that oppress 
some students and hinder them from reaching their full potential (Knoester & Au, 2017). As 
Kearns (2013) concludes, 

 
Ultimately, the state continues to marginalize people who are differently located due to 
gender, race, ethnicity, language and social class through a seemingly neutral “literacy” 
policy. The legacy of colonialism and masculine domination is seen in whose knowledge 
is valuable in the state, and whose knowledge is challenged and further marginalized in a 
standardized, fast paced, humiliating, and competitive educational environment. (p. 19)      

 
When education and quality of education offered at schools is perceived and judged 
predominantly through an economic model that focuses on test scores, accountability discourse 
is normalized and legitimized leading to justification of the use of standardized tests. The virus 
of standardization penetrates all spheres of education managing education from a business model 
proclaiming efficiency and accountability. Although at the surface this idea and style of 
managing education might be appealing to taxpayers, it contributes to widening of the 
achievement gap through standardization of assessments, standardization of the curriculum, and 
standardization of teaching practices particularly having harmful effects on racialized students 
and those from lower socio-economic status (Dei et al., 1995; Portelli & Konecny, 2013; Pinto, 
2016). As a result, discussions about equity are glossed over by hegemonic discourses expressing 
equality for all.  

In Ontario, “schools with high dropout rates are those with the highest number of 
racialized students” (Colour of Justice Network, 2007, p. 5). According to Brown (2009), within 
the Toronto District School Board, which is the largest and one of the most diverse school boards 
in Canada covering a vast geographic area with 583 schools and serving more than 246,000 
students, “students of African ascendance experience a 38% dropout rate and students from 
Central and South America had a 37% dropout rate” (p. 4). This is an alarmingly high rate and a 
statistic that is not captured via exclusive focus on test scores. Critiquing the current education 
model with its focus on test scores, Nezavdal (2003) emphasizes,  

 
[S]tandardized tests seek to assess individuals, young people who bring a different range 
of experiences to the classroom, through a most peculiar claim: that all students can learn 
differently and come from inequitable backgrounds but be evaluated in the same way, at 
the same time, by the same test- designed of course, by those who are the social power-
holders. (p. 69) 
   
Blaming of poor results on standardized tests often gets narrowed down to two 

perpetrators: teachers and their ineffective teaching methods or students and their lack of effort 
or incompetency. The emphasis on tested subjects leads to hierarchization of subjects with 
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numeracy and literacy constructed as more superior relative to other subjects such as Arts and 
Health and Physical education. This contributes to a marginalization of a holistic model of 
education that takes into consideration domains beyond academics as part of overall healthy 
development of students (Kohn, 2000; Miller, 2000). Giving priority to quantitative indicators 
gained via standardized tests undervalues higher level critical thinking that cannot be quantified. 
The assumption from a positivist philosophy is that numbers can measure learning accurately 
and consistently. This is problematic as it exclusively focuses on outputs, and subjects, skills, 
and learning experiences that cannot be quantified can be overlooked and excluded from being 
assessed. Portelli and Konecny (2013) emphasize: 

 
The way of life that has emerged from neoliberalism is not consistent with the soul of 
democracy, for it has put aside the power of the humanities and thoughtful social sciences 
in favour of privileging standardization and promoting empirical evidence to the 
exclusion of the domains of the moral, critical, spiritual, artistic, and philosophical. 
Evidence has been reduced to one kind, empirical, and no other forms of evidence qualify 
as such. (p. 93) 
 

 Although neoliberal market-driven ideologies about how education should be managed 
and learning content assessed are expressed as ideal solutions to reducing the achievement gap 
through constant references to accountability and equality for all, what is often silenced is the 
devastating impact of such policies and practices on certain identities from an equity perspective. 
Instead of reducing the achievement gap, standardized testing since its implementation 
provincially has contributed to further intensifying and widening the achievement gap 
particularly for racialized students and those from lower socio-economic status (Dei et al., 1995; 
Masood, 2008; Eizadirad et al., 2016; Grey, 2017). As Ricci (2004) emphasizes, “the curriculum 
ignores student needs by implementing a standard curriculum that is expected to fit all students” 
(p. 359). This results in the promotion of a one-size-fits-all curriculum which ignores the unique 
needs of communities and their local contexts. Instead, standardization promotes competition 
associated with rewards and punishment; those who conform are rewarded with access to well- 
paying careers whereas those who fail and get poor results risk their survival by dropping out and 
not having accreditation to apply for well-paying careers.  
  Similar concerns can be raised for newly arrived immigrants and English as Second 
Language learners who struggle to master the dominant language used as part of EQAO 
standardized tests. Toplak and Wiener (2000) examined “whether the demands placed on the 
children are consistent with what we know about the cognitive development of 8-9 year old 
children” and concluded “although the Grade 3 Assessment is based on the Ontario Curriculum, 
many items exceed what should be expected from a typical Grade 3 student when children’s 
cognition is considered” (p. 65). Toplak and Wiener (2000) further explain:  
 

A fair test of reading in the third grade should, therefore, rely heavily on skills in 
sounding out words (decoding) and reading simple passages, and less heavily on making 
inferences and extending ideas from the text. The Grade 3 Assessment clearly falls short 
from the perspective of this developmental model. There is a heavy emphasis on text 
comprehension and inferences in the Grade 3 Assessment, and very little on reading and 
identifying words. (p.71) 
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 Lastly, one of the common cited negative harms of exposing students to standardized 
testing is complications arising from stress rooted in fear of failure and anxiety from the impact 
of the test on their future educational outcomes such as marks or advancement to the next grade 
(Kohn, 2000; Knoester & Au, 2017). This refers to the subjective perceived stress from the 
student’s perspective. For example, even though the Grade 3 EQAO standardized test does not 
count towards student report cards or their advancement to the next grade, the emphasis placed 
on the importance of the test by the vast amount of time and effort dedicated to preparing for the 
test as part of the curriculum gives students the perceived impression that if they don’t do well 
they are disappointing themselves, their parents, teacher(s), and potentially the perceived image 
of the school, hence creating a highly pressurized stressful learning environment. As Pinto 
(2016) points out, “students who abstain from the test without a valid reason automatically 
receive a score of zero, thus pulling down the aggregate performance for that entire school” (p. 
105). Whereas a medical issue with a note from a doctor can be a valid reason for being exempt 
from writing the test, opting out of the test as a political stance or as a form of resistance is not 
considered a valid excuse. Regardless of the reasons, “exempted students are assessed as not 
achieving the provincial Level 3 standard” (Pinto, 2016, p. 105) and are included in the process 
of compiling the school’s final results. As Russo (2012) expresses, “By placing unrealistic 
demands upon children who are not developmentally ready, we are asking teachers to spend 
most of their time attempting to push children in ways that may set them up to fail” (p. 144).    
 

 
Conclusion 

 
Based on the historical analysis provided throughout this paper, there is evidence of a 

trilateral symbiotic relationship between the Ontario curriculum, the Tyler Rationale, and EQAO 
standardized testing. The theorization of this relationship is symbiotic as all three components 
need each other to function as a cohesive entity providing the niche for the rise of outcome-based 
education in Ontario implemented under accountability discourse. Although theoretically the 
market-driven model of education, largely influenced by the Tyler Rationale and its 
philosophical underpinnings leading to the introduction of subject specific curriculum documents 
in Ontario in mid 1990s which outlined overall and specific expectation to be achieved by each 
student by end of each grade, appears to be a model that would be beneficial for everyone, in 
practice this has not been the case. The current way EQAO standardized tests are administered, 
with a focus on quantifiable results to judge the quality of curriculum content and overall 
education offered by schools, perpetuates inequitable educational practices disadvantaging 
racialized students and those from lower socio-economic status evident by higher drop- out rates 
for the aforementioned populations. 

If we, as educators who pride ourselves on continuously questioning hegemonic 
assumptions about what is an effective model of education and how learning should be 
demonstrated and assessed within the curriculum in a way that is empowering to students, then 
we also need to pay attention to discussions about the standardization of education. We should 
participate in discussions across multiple facets therein, particularly the links between curriculum 
and standardized testing. Discussions need to shift from an equality paradigm to an equity lens 
that asks “Whose values and knowledges are established as the “norm” and consequentially 
utilized as a baseline measure for judgement and comparison?” and “Whose interests does this 
approach serve and at what costs?” More research is needed in various areas to make education 
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more equitable. Some areas to further explore include investment in studies focusing on 
alternative assessment models, experiences of racialized students with standardized tests, how 
parents and community members can be more involved with design and implementation of 
curriculum content, and how curriculum content can be tailored relative to specific needs of the 
community in which the school is spatially situated within.     

 Overall, the symbiotic fusion of the Ontario curriculum, the Tyler Rationale, and EQAO 
standardized testing constructs a narrow definition of success focusing on quantifiable indicators 
that are based on a neoliberal market-driven ideology of education justified and legitimized by 
efficiency and accountability discourses. This model of education is counter-productive as it has 
harmful effects on marginalized students including racialized, indigenous, English as Second 
Language learners, and students from lower socio-economic status. Since the introduction of 
subject specific curriculum documents and implementation of EQAO standardized tests in 
schools starting in late 1990s in Ontario, the achievement gap across social groups in education 
has intensified and widened rather than reduced. Questioning and critiquing this model and 
transitioning to an equity model is at the core of the power struggle to revolutionize our minds, 
imaginations, and educational systems in order to open it up to alternatives and new possibilities 
to address the needs of all students in various communities and learning environments.   
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Children’s drawings: An expression of academic knowledge in kindergarten? 
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Abstract 
Children represent and communicate their learning through multiple modalities, yet assessment 
of academic learning is often restricted to methods that necessitate formal writing ability. To 
intervene on this issue, empirically validated measures such as the Early Print Task and Drawing 
Task, will demonstrate how children’s drawings can be utilized to communicate academic 
knowledge, thereby providing young children with greater accessibility to share their learning. 
Implications offer possible solutions to the limitations of classroom assessment practice, by 
exemplifying how educators can access and assess student learning to support the growth of 
young children’s academic knowledge. Guided by multimodal theory and grounded in 
contemporary kindergarten curriculum, this position paper based on a methodological study 
poster illustrates how theory can inform practice and the fostering of deeper understandings of 
child-centered measures of student learning. 

 
Keywords: kindergarten, multimodal theory, emergent writing, children’s drawings 
 
 

 
Children’s drawings: An expression of academic knowledge in kindergarten? 

 
Early years educators are faced with the challenge of accessing and assessing young 

children’s academic learning (Graven, 2012). This challenge can be particularly problematic if 
children are not ready to complete formal academic assessments, traditionally measured through 
numeracy, reading, and writing tasks (Dockrell & Marshall, 2015; McClelland et al., 2014). 
While the extant literature provides a strong understanding of conventional academic ability, it 
may simultaneously impose limitations on the ways in which young children communicate their 
knowledge, and in turn, the ways in which educators assess that knowledge. Therefore, the 
objective of the present methodological study is to respond to this issue by providing greater 
accessibility for young children to communicate their learning by demonstrating how children’s 
drawings can be used as an expression of academic knowledge in kindergarten.  

Supported by multimodal theory, children communicate and represent their learning 
through multiple modalities, including visual, auditory, verbal, movement, gesture, play, and 
various print symbols (Dyson, 2003; Kress, 2003; Peterson, Eisazadeh, Rajendram, & Portier, 
2018). When specifically considering the expression of knowledge through print symbols, 
classroom assessments practices often focus on children’s conventional sentence writing as a 
method for communicating academic knowledge (Kohnen, Nickels, & Castles, 2009). While 
some young learners have yet to master conventional writing techniques, they are still capable of 
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representing their academic knowledge through other forms of print symbols, such as drawings 
(Anning, 2004; Wu, 2009). 

Yang and Noel (2006) propose that emergent writing and drawing are functionally 
similar in nature, as both skills operate as a representational communicative system. Akin to 
writing, drawing serves the same purpose of communication, as drawings pictorially represent 
meaning that can be understood by another (Mackenzie & Versesov, 2013; Peterson, 2015; 
Uddin, 2016).  

To measure children’s drawings as an expression of academic knowledge and to 
intervene on the current issue of limited ways to assess children’s multimodal learning, 
empirically validated measures, such as the Early Print Task (Pelletier & Lasenby, 2007) and the 
Drawing Task (Pelletier, 2016) can be used. In the Early Print Task, children are verbally told a 
sentence which they are asked to record on paper (see Figure 1). Responses are assessed in 
regard to children’s drawings as representations, phonetics, conventional spelling, number, and 
colour use. Of interest is the inclusion of drawings in the coding of this task, as children are 
credited for representing the sentence through drawings. For a full description of the coding 
scheme of the Early Print Task, see Pelletier and Lasenby (2007). To further assess children’s 
drawings as representations of knowledge, the Drawing Task can be used. In this task, children 
are given an open-ended drawing directive (see Figure 2) and asked to explain their drawing, 
which is recorded verbatim and referred to as the narrative. This narrative is an essential part of 
the children’s drawing as it provides opportunity to share additional meaning (Topping, Sung, & 
Mullick, 2009) and incorporates children’s verbal modality of communication (Falchi, Axelrod, 
& Genishi, 2014). The responses are coded for relevance, to assess the extent to which the 
meaning of the drawing (i.e. the narrative) corresponds to the pictorial representation (i.e. the 
drawing itself). For a detailed description of the coding scheme for the Drawing Task see 
Pelletier (2016). Taken together, the Early Print Task and the Drawing Task can be used to 
measure children’s drawings as an expression of academic knowledge in kindergarten. 
 In the classroom, assessing children’s drawings as representation of academic knowledge 
presents three solutions to the current problem of limited ways to assess children’s multimodal 
learning. Primarily, acknowledging that children’s drawings communicate meaning, in the same 
way conventional writing does (Yang & Noel, 2006), helps to remove limitations on the ways in 
which children can express their knowledge and thereby provides greater accessibility to assess 
their learning. Secondly, children’s drawings and their accompanying narrative provide children 
with multiple modalities to express their learning as it incorporates both verbal and print symbols 
of communication (Falchi et al., 2014). Lastly, drawings as a system for expressing academic 
knowledge is not bound to a single academic domain (i.e. literacy) and can be used to express 
academic knowledge across multiple subject areas (i.e. numeracy) (Ontario Ministry of 
Education, 2016), therefore expression of academic knowledge is not limited by young 
children’s still-developing literacy skills. In conclusion, children’s drawings can be used to 
communicate academic learning in kindergarten to capitalize on children’s multimodal 
expression of knowledge in order to help educators understand, assess, and support early 
academic knowledge of kindergarten students.  
 
 
 

 
 



 
21 

	

References 
 

Anning, A. (2004). The role of drawing in young children’s journeys towards literacy.  
 Education, 3, 32-38. doi: 10.1080/03004270485200191 
 
Dockrell, J. E., & Marshall, C. R. (2015). Measurement issue: Assessing language skills in  
 young children. Child and Adolescent Mental Health, 20(2), 116-125. 
 doi:10.1111/camh.12072 
 
Dyson, A. H. (2003). The brothers and sisters learn to write: Popular literacies in childhood  

and cultures. New York: Teachers College Press. 
 

Falchi, L. T., Axelrod, Y., & Genishi, C. (2014). “Miguel es un artista”- and Luisa is an excellent  
 student: Seeking time and space for children’s multimodal practices. Journal of Early  
 Childhood Literacy, 14(3), 345-366. doi: 10.1177/1468798413501185  
 
Graven, M. (2012). Accessing and assessing young learner’s mathematical dispositions. South  
 African Journal of Childhood Education, 2(1), 49-62. doi: 10.4102/sajce.v5i3.342 
 
Kohnen, S., Nickels, L., & Castles, A. (2009). Assessing spelling skills and strategies: A critique  
 of available resources. Australian Journal of Learning Difficulties, 14(1), 113-150. doi:  
 10.1080/19404150902783450 
 
Kress, G. R. (2003). Literacy in the new media age. New York: Routledge.��
 
Mackenzie, N., & Versesov, N. (2013). How drawing can support writing acquisition: Text  
 construction in early writing from a Vygotskian perspective. Australasian Journal of  
 Early Childhood, 38, 22-29. 
 
McClelland, M. M., Cameron, C. E., Duncan, R., Bowles, R. P., Acock, A. C., Miao, A., Pratt, 
 M. E. (2014). Predictors of early growth in academic achievement: The head-toes-knees-
 shoulders task. Frontiers in Psychology, 5, 1-14. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2014.00599 
 
Ontario Ministry of Education. (2016). The kindergarten program. Toronto, ON: Queen’s  
 Printer for Ontario. 
 
Pelletier, J. (2016). Using children’s drawings to understand children’s experiences in the  
 context of a new kindergarten policy in Ontario, Canada. In S. Dockett & A.  
 MacDonald (Eds.), Just do good research: A commentary on the work and influence of  
 Bob Perry (pp. 48-67). Albury, Au: Peridot Education. 
 
Pelletier, J., & Lasenby, J. (2007). Early writing development in L1 English speaking  
 children. L1-Educational Studies in Language and Literature, 7(3), 81-107.  

doi: 10.17239/L1ESLL-2007.07.03.08 
 

Peterson, S. S. (2015). Dramatic play supports children’s writing in kindergarten and grade  



 
22 

	

 one. Michigan Reading Journal, 48(1), 44-48. 
 
Peterson, S. S., Eisazadeh, N., Rajendram, S., & Portier, C. (2018). Young children’s language  
 uses during play and implications for classroom assessment. Australasian Journal of  
 Early Childhood, 43(2), 23-31. doi:10.23965/AJEC.43.2.03 
 
Topping, M., Sung, W., & Mullick, A. (2009). Inclusive indoor play – using children’s drawings  
 and narratives to gain an understanding of children’s indoor play preferences.  
 Proceedings of the Human Factors and Ergonomics Society Annual Meeting, 53(19),  
 1532-1536. doi: 10.1177/154193120905301914 
 
Uddin, M. (2016). The importance of drawing and scribbling. Portier, C. (Ed.). Unpublished  
 manuscript, Ontario Institute for Studies in Education, University of Toronto, Toronto,  
 Canada. 
 
Wu, L. Y. (2009). Children’s graphical representations and emergent writing: Evidence from  
 children’s drawings. Early Child Development and Care, 179(1), 69-79.  

doi: 10.1080/03004430600923469 
 

Yang, H. C., & Noel, A. M. (2006). The developmental characteristics of four-and five-year-old  
 preschoolers’ drawing: An analysis of scribbles, placement patterns, emergent  
 writing, and name writing in archived spontaneous drawing samples. Journal of  
 Early Childhood Literacy, 6(2), 145-162. doi: 10.1177/1468798406066442 
 
 

Appendix A: Figures 
 

Figure 1.  Examples of children’s responses to the Early Print Task (Pelletier & Lasenby, 2007).  
Example 1 
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Example 2 

 
Note: During the Early Print Task (Pelletier & Lasenby, 2007), children were asked to write the 
following sentence, “Teacher has five little red crayons.” Children’s responses ranged from 
drawings to conventional sentences.  
 
Figure 2. An example of a child’s response to the Drawing Task (Pelletier, 2016). 

 
 
Narrative 
“This is me, the boat, and water table. The water is going in the boat. When I put paper inside 
the boat it is still going in because these are holes.” 
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Note: During the Drawing Task (Pelletier, 2016), children were asked to “Draw a picture of 
yourself doing something at school”. The child’s verbal narrative was recorded verbatim and is 
displayed below the drawing.  
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Abstract 
Experiential learning outside classrooms, e.g. field trips to such organizations as zoos, museums 
and conservation centres, offers numerous experiential learning opportunities for students in 
General Science and Biology classes in Grades 9-12. Field trips have been known to improve 
understanding of scientific concepts, biodiversity and environmental issues, although the 
literature shows there are barriers to a wider implementation of experiential learning 
opportunities by science teachers. The purpose of this research was to identify what outcomes 
high-school teachers in Ontario observe from their students participating in experiential learning 
activities at zoos, museums, and conservation centres, what barriers teachers identify, and how 
they overcome them. A qualitative approach based on semi-structured interviews was used. In 
teachers’ opinion, outdoor experiential learning programs provide positive outcomes for 
students, but the success of those programs depends significantly on planning and preparatory 
work by teachers, proper trip management and collaboration between teachers, organizations’ 
personnel and volunteers. 
 
Keywords: Experiential learning, Environmental, Science, Secondary School 
 
 
 

Introduction 
 

Educational literature related to environmental education and experiential learning in 
science uses a variety of terms and concepts, often overlapping, which can be explained by a 
long history of both streams; many terms also arise from various environmental movements 
(Palmer, 1998). Experiential learning is viewed is a part of the naturalist current in 
environmental education which is based on human relationships with nature (Sauvé, 2005). 
Ontario Science Curriculum describes experiential learning as a learning which “enables students 
to apply the skills they have developed in the classroom to real-life activities in the world of 
science and innovation” (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2008a, p. 42). Outdoor learning is often 
not a part of the regular curriculum, is usually practiced short-term, and happens outside of the 
school, often at an external organization (Palmer, 1998).  

This paper focuses on experiential learning in science education outside classrooms, 
which has been known to increase interest in science and environmental issues, reinforce 
scientific concepts, provide opportunities to connect to nature and allow the students to apply the 
skills they have developed in the classroom to real life activities (Dyment, 2005; Pedretti & 
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Nazir, 2014; Ravensbergen, 2012). Zoos, museums, and conservation centres offer numerous 
opportunities for students to gain positive learning experiences in science, learn to respect nature, 
increase the environmental consciousness, and to develop positive attitudes and understanding 
towards wildlife, biodiversity, and natural habitats (Davidson, Passmore, & Anderson, 2010; 
Graham, 2015; Packer & Ballantyne, 2010; Pedretti & Nazir, 2014; Ravensbergen, 2012; 
Skinner-Winslow, 2016). 

While emphasizing the importance of experiential learning in science outside the 
classrooms, a number of authors point to a problem of various barriers to implementing 
experiential learning in teaching practice; those barriers include a shortage of support, lack of 
teacher knowledge, training and confidence in organizing visits or assigning projects in a setting 
outside the classroom, large class sizes, student safety concerns, and curriculum constraints 
including little flexibility and difficulties in adjusting education programs with curriculum 
expectations, especially in high school (Dyment, 2005; Kim & Fortner, 2006; Pedretti and Nazir, 
2014; Ravensbergen, 2012). Current school science curricula encourage students to carry out 
hands-on and inquiry-based activities in class (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2008a, 2008b), but 
do not sufficiently cover the aspects of an outdoor science education. 

The purpose of this research was to identify what outcomes high-school teachers in 
Ontario observe from their students participating in experiential learning activities at zoos, 
museums, conservation and science centres, what barriers to the wider implementation of 
experiential learning opportunities by science teachers exist, and how teachers overcome the 
known barriers. Learning from teachers’ experience is important for a further implementation of 
experiential learning opportunities outside the classrooms in science education in Ontario at the 
senior school level. 
 

Methodology 
 

For this research study, a qualitative approach based on semi-structured interviews was 
used. Qualitative interviews have been widely applied in education (Brinkmann & Kyale, 2015; 
Flick, 2009; Olson, 2011). According to Brinkmann and Kvale, the “qualitative research 
interview attempts to understand the world from the subject’s points of view” and to describe 
and “unfold the meaning of their experiences” (2015, p. 3). The interviewer always has an 
opportunity to clarify or extend the statements expressed by the person who is interviewed. A 
number of researchers carrying out their study in the field of science education point at the 
importance of semi-structured interviews in obtaining more detailed data on the subjects’ 
experiences and perceptions in regard to environmental education (Pedretti &Nazir, 2014), out-
of-school learning (Power, Taylor, Rees, & Jones, 2009), and science and technology education 
(Bencze, 2001). The use of semi-structured interviews allows the subjects to express more 
openly their viewpoints and focus more directly on certain topics (Flick, 2009). “In-vivo coding” 
is used in this work to capture the participants’ exact words and phrases, with the subsequent 
categorizing of the main themes (Saldaña, 2014).  

Selection of the participants of the study was carried out using the purposeful selection 
approach of the interviewees who could give in-depth insight into the area studied (Reybold, 
Lammert, & Stribling, 2012). In order to participate in the study, the interviewees had to meet 
the following criteria: 
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1. High school science teachers, preferably in Grades 11 and 12. In Grades 11 and 12 
curricula are very dense; teachers can hardly find time to plan activities that prepare students for 
the trip and follow-up activities and to develop assessments and evaluations which incorporate 
questions related to the trip, which is why it is important to learn about experiences of those 
teachers. 

2. Teaching General Science/Biology for at least five years. Experienced teachers have a 
good understanding of the curriculum’s structure and planning, and of the amount of time 
required to teach each of its sections and units; they know what to focus on in each unit and 
which assignments and assessments each unit contains.  

3. Teachers have a significant experience of implementing outdoor experiential learning 
programs in biology/science (e.g., at zoos, museums, conservation or science centres, and other 
organizations and sites). Ideally, the teacher has organized several trips, which means the teacher 
has an experience in their planning, and developing tasks, activities and evaluations based on 
what students learned during the trip. 

4. Teaching in Ontario. This research is based on the Ontario Science curriculum which 
the author of this research is familiar with, as well as familiar with the education opportunities 
offered by various organizations (e.g., the Toronto Zoo, conservations centres in the Greater 
Toronto Area, and the Ontario Science Centre). 

 
Two teachers, Jessy and John, who teach science and biology in Grades 9-12 and have an 

experience of organizing field trips to the Toronto Zoo, Ontario Science Centre and conservation 
areas agreed to participate in the research. Jessy has been teaching General Science and 
Chemistry for over 15 years. John has a background in evolutionary biology, and has been 
teaching Biology and General Science at high school for seven years. In the time frame for this 
project it was not possible to find and interview more participants, but selection criteria of both 
teachers fully satisfied the criteria required for the qualitative study, which are to provide 
information-rich cases and in-depth understanding of the subject researched (Reybold, Lammert, 
& Stribling, 2012); the analysis of the interviews with Jessy and John gave insightful answers to 
research questions of this study.  

 
Findings 

 
Teachers’ Assertions 
 
Teachers’ perceptions on experiential learning touched on the following assertions that will be 
further elaborated separately in the next sections: 
 

1. It has been found that outdoor experiential learning programs provide positive 
outcomes for students, such as improved learning, short-term and long-term outcomes, by 
creating more dynamic learning, forming associations with what students learn, and providing a 
real-life perspective on what is taught in class.  

2. To achieve better outcomes, the teacher has to ensure proper planning and preparatory 
work. 

3. Proper field trip management is important for the trip success, especially with large 
groups of students. 
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4. Collaboration of teachers, personnel of the organizations where the trip activities take 
place and of volunteers is important for the trip success. 
 
The Importance and Outcomes of Field Trips  
 

Participants of the study emphasized the benefits of real-life learning during the field 
trips which provide students with opportunities to connect to natural environments, develop 
understanding of such areas as biodiversity, climate change and water quality issues, and create 
learning experiences that often cannot be reproduced in the classroom. As John explained, at the 
zoo the “animal is right there”, students “have a living example” in front of them, can “look at an 
actual living animal from a different perspective”, and can “go and find examples of certain 
adaptive forms”. On a field trip organized by Jessy to a neighborhood creek to check water 
quality and identify water organisms, students also got new learning skills which they cannot 
gain through the activities and evaluations they normally have in the classrooms; students were 
“more responsible” and “had good discussions about what organisms they had found”. 

The real-life relevance of an outdoor education is a common finding throughout the 
literature. As shown in the study by Pedretti and Nazir (2014), many teachers “view outdoor 
education as an intrinsic component of environmental education” (p. 278), where students get to 
experience life and environment, connect with real-life situations outside the classroom, and 
understand their role in an ecosystem. Similar findings were described by Davidson, Passmore, 
and Anderson (2010) in their study of the goals, expectations and perceived outcomes of the zoo 
trips.  

In this study, teachers confirmed that on zoo trips students have an advantage to see live 
animals and have a real experience, rather than read about animals in a book or search on the 
Internet. Learning in a natural setting is also valued by the students, because “they are getting out 
of class, they are not just sitting down and looking at the slideshow or having a discussion”, they 
“are more relaxed, and have happy faces”. As shown by Wurdinger and Rudolph (2009), 
students are most excited about learning when they are applying in real world settings – such as 
fieldwork – the information they learned in the classroom. 

Although the literature studied suggests that one of the outcomes of field trips is student’s 
improved learning through connecting to natural environments, the literature does not provide 
extensive details of how students learn during the trips. Both participants of this study observed 
that field trips improved student learning, but, more specifically, students could “see a dynamic 
example of concepts” studied in class, and “form an association between what they learn and 
what they remember”. Also, going on a field trip helped students “get an immediate sense of 
what the concept is”. Both participants emphasized that teaching science should be extended 
beyond the classrooms, which allows not only to follow the required curriculum, but also 
provides opportunities for its enhancement. As Jessy explained, during field trips students learn 
about concepts they were not aware of, for example, climate change issues. Besides, “they go 
home and train their parents on how to reduce, reuse and recycle”.  

In addition to the short-term benefits of learning on field trips, the results of this study 
indicate that outdoor learning has important long-term benefits. In John’s opinion, students who 
visited the zoo remembered the examples they saw at the zoo weeks and months after the trip, 
and included them in their answers to the questions on tests and assignments which were even 
not directly related to the zoo trip. Moreover, as the analysis of the literature suggests (Davidson, 
Passmore, & Anderson, 2010; Tofield et al., 2003), confirmed by results of this study, the 



 
29 

	

outcomes of a field trip can be enhanced by pre-planning and structured learning activities 
before, during and after trip, which will be discussed in further sections of this paper. 

 
Proper planning and preparatory work as a key for a successful field trip 
 

As Wurdinger (2009) noted about active learning approach, “for those that have relied on 
lecturing as their primary teaching format, this approach may appear rather risky” (p. 8). Indeed, 
as confirmed by a number of other authors, many teachers said they were not feeling confident to 
bring their classes on a field trip, explaining it by safety concerns, lack of training to organize 
field trips, and large class sizes (Dyment, 2005; Ravensbergen, 2012; Wurdinger & Rudolph, 
2009). Both participants of this study argued that the benefits of taking students on each of the 
field trips overweighed any difficulties related to the organization of the trips, because of the 
proper planning and preliminary work done by the teacher before the trip. 

According to the participants, proper preparatory work for the trip also allowed their 
students to demonstrate better learning outcomes. For example, preparation to the zoo trip made 
it more meaningful for the students, as they came to the zoo “not just to watch a monkey 
swinging on the trees or a fish swimming around in the tank, but look at some physical features 
or physical characteristics that are indicative of the traits and habitat, and adaptations to different 
kinds of life histories”. When planning a trip to the local creek, “it is important to plan the trip in 
advance, go to the site, and see what learning experiences this place can offer to students”. 
Before visiting a zoo or museum, “spend the time ahead of time arranging the track that the trip 
is going to take, so that you have specific displays in mind”, and that “you know exactly where 
you are going to go, and what you are going to do at each one of the stations that you are 
visiting, and it is less spontaneous”. For example, planning the trip to the zoo, the teacher can 
prepare the students: 

 
I want to illustrate this evolutionary concept, so I am going to stop at the polar bears 
display, or for this aspect we are going to take a tour through the America’s pavilion 
where we can see a lot of camouflage amphibians and talk about different kinds of 
adaptations that serve to either provide camouflage to a predator or to a prey species. 
 
As shown by the literature, setting clear learning goals before the trip, development of 

assessments related to the trip and of the post-trip activities ensures stronger outcomes of the 
outdoor learning (Davidson, 2010; Tofield, Coll, Vyle, & Bolstad, 2003). As mentioned by the 
participants, discussing examples and lecturing on the topic before the field trip, working on 
review worksheets, and explaining the expectations to the students makes learning experience 
interesting and enriching both for the students and the teacher.  

According to both teachers, field trip preparation requires a lot of time, but, when 
planned properly, the trip is always rewarding for the students. The key to a successful trip is 
investing teacher’s time before the trip. As Jessy said, “It is your personal time and planning, and 
if we put in more time and planning, the things do not follow apart, it smooths”. Visiting the site 
before the trip and careful planning of the activities are important contributors to the trip success. 
As shown by literature (Tofield et al., 2003) and this research, in comparison to informal 
learning which mostly happens when students are not specifically prepared for the trip, planning 
of the activities and display visits enhance student learning and provide significant short- and 
long-term learning outcomes for them. 
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Field trip management 
 

In addition to the findings outlined in the previous section, the participants also found 
that the use of certain strategies during the trip may play an important role in achieving best 
outcomes. Both participants discussed difficulties in organizing field trips with large group of 
students; planning a self-directed and organized class visit managed by one teacher can be a 
significant challenge. A solution to this, as suggested by the teachers, could be splitting up the 
large group into several smaller groups of students and sending them to a display to do an 
observational self-directed assignment or answer questions of the worksheets provided. In larger 
groups, the tour “would probably be more like a surface tour, while more enriching visits require 
more efforts, knowledge and efficient management during the tour”. At the same time, as John 
noted, students who are already planning their future career in science are more interested during 
the trip and “are more likely to take it seriously”. Also, “making the trip exciting for the students 
keeps them motivated”. 

As found by both participants, breaking up the class into small groups in many cases still 
requires supervision, because teacher’s attention is split up amongst all of the small groups. A 
solution to this challenge, as suggested by both participants, is to have volunteers, such as zoo 
volunteers or another teacher coming with the class. Participants’ concerns regarding large class 
sizes are supported by the literature. As found by Wurdinger and Rudolph (2009), participants of 
their research indicated the large class size as one of the factors that might limit the quality of 
learning outcomes for the students. They also suggested that large classes can be divided into 
small groups, each group can be given problems to solve, and then all groups would report to the 
entire class on their solutions.  

Both participants also develop follow-up activities for their students, such as writing 
reflection on what they learned during the field trip, or answering questions related to the trip on 
the unit test or the midterm exam. This approach demonstrated by the participants in organizing a 
student-directed, but at the same time teacher-guided learning, aligns with the work of other 
educators (Crawford, 2000), and stimulates knowledge building by the students. 

 
The role of collaboration 
 

As mentioned in the previous section, help of volunteers, such as zoo or museum 
volunteers, or other teacher coming with the class improves the trip’s success. As John 
explained, teachers need to “have a volunteer from the organization who knows the displays,” 
and have to split up the class in smaller groups supervised by other adults.  

When planning the trip, Jessy and John talk to other teachers and administration, collect 
the information from teachers’ conferences, workshops and exhibitions, and contact ahead of 
time the organization they want to visit, to get the information required for the trip. An important 
role of collaboration and support by the organizations’ personnel has also been discussed in the 
literature (Griffin, Glasscock, Schwertner, Atchley, & Tarpley, 2016; Skinner-Winslow, 2016). 

 
Summary and Implications 

 
This study provided several important insights, such as on positive outcomes of real-life 

learning during field trips and on how students learn – through forming an association between 
what they learn during the trip and what they remember from the material taught in the 
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classroom. Both teachers emphasized the role of planning ahead, communicating to students 
clear goals for field trips and developing pre- and post-trip activities. They also noted on the 
importance of field trip management and inquiry-based tasks and assignments during the trip. 
Finally, both participants commented on the important role of collaboration and support by other 
teachers and volunteers. 

There are important implications of this study to the literature and practice. Results of the 
study improve understanding of the outcomes of experiential learning activities outside 
classroom for students. Strategies and experiences shared by both participants on how they 
overcome the barriers outlined in literature may help other teachers to include meaningful and 
safe field trips in their curricula, for example, trips to conservation areas, the Toronto Zoo and 
Ripley’s Aquarium. To address the issue of the lack of teacher knowledge and training, teachers 
can ask help from the zoo or museum personnel. As a solution to the problem of large class sizes, 
classes can be divided into smaller groups provided with self-directed assignments to be 
performed during the trip, while the teacher’s role is to observe and guide students. To address 
student safety concerns, both participants suggested going on a trip with volunteers (e.g., 
parents) and other teachers. They also emphasized the importance of visiting the site or 
organization ahead and planning in advance the activities that students are going to do or 
displays they are going to visit during the trip. As both participants also explained, keeping 
students motivated and making the trip exciting for them increases trip success.  

Finally, this study also addresses teachers’ concern identified in the literature as 
curriculum constraints in high school, but, as mentioned by John, the entire units of Grade 11 
and 12 Biology could be built around field trips. Indeed, the analysis of the Ontario Science 
Curriculum performed by the author of this research suggests that all or almost all expectations 
of the curriculum can be covered in the pre-trip activities, the work done by students during the 
trip and in the post-trip assignments, and the entire units can be built around field trips. For 
example, such units as biodiversity and evolution could be taught in a zoo or aquarium setting. 
The Toronto Zoo already offers zoo-based summer high-school credits. This and other aspects 
can be further researched based on learning from teachers’ experiences, curriculum analysis, and 
displays and activities offered by various organizations providing outdoor learning experiences 
in Ontario.  
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Abstract 
Mindfulness-based interventions (MBIs) have become increasingly popular in the past few 
decades, and can be found in many treatment contexts including hospitals, health centres, 
corporate offices, and prisons. School-based MBIs, in particular, have become a topic of special 
interest for educators and researchers. Although there is widespread optimism regarding the 
potential of MBIs to treat students’ stress, depression, anxiety, disorders like ADHD, and more, 
it is difficult to make pronouncements about the actual effectiveness of mindfulness training for 
these purposes; some promising research exists, but it is limited in quantity and generalizability. 
This review attempts to explain the concept of mindfulness as it is applied in MBIs, describe a 
range of school-based MBIs that have been implemented and studied, analyse the strengths and 
limitations of the research to date, and offer some recommendations for future directions. 
 
Keywords: mindfulness, meditation, education, school-based, intervention 
 
 
 
 

Introduction 
 

Since the introduction of mindfulness-based interventions (MBIs) to clinical settings in 
the late 1970s, these interventions have steadily gained popularity, accompanied by a 
proliferation of research and treatment applications. Today, MBIs are offered “in hospitals and 
clinics around the world, as well as in schools, workplaces, corporate offices, law schools, adult 
and juvenile prisons, inner city health centers, and a range of other settings” (Kabat-Zinn, 2003, 
p. 149). Due to increased attention to child and adolescent mental health, school-based MBIs 
have become a topic of special interest. Researchers have written of the need for school-based 
interventions to mitigate the stress effects of poverty and high levels of violence in low-SES 
communities (Sibinga, Webb, Ghazarian, & Ellen, 2015), to counteract high rates of depression 
and anxiety in teens in general (Johnson, Burke, Brinkman, & Wade, 2016), and to provide 
alternatives to medication for adolescents with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) 
(Sibalis et al., 2017). It is difficult, however, to make pronouncements about whether 
mindfulness training can indeed meet all of these urgent needs. Although some promising 
research exists, it is limited in quantity and generalizability. As one review notes, “enthusiasm 
about the integration of MBIs in schools [currently] surpasses evidence” (Zenner, Herrnleben-
Kurz, & Walach, 2014, p. 2). 
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The present review will attempt to explain the concept of mindfulness as it is applied in 
MBIs, describe a range of school-based MBIs that have been implemented and studied, analyse 
the strengths and limitations of the research to date, and offer some recommendations for future 
directions. As an educator who co-facilitates an extracurricular mindfulness-based intervention 
for youth, I am conscious of my potential bias in favour of results that align with my personal 
experience of the benefits of mindfulness training. However, I undertake this review with an 
acute awareness that vulnerable students will be best served by a clear-eyed appraisal of the 
research that stresses rigor and accuracy over wishful thinking. 

 
Proposed Effects of Mindfulness Training 

 
 A complicating factor in the discussion of mindfulness training for youth is the lack of 
consensus on what school-based MBIs might be useful for. There is a great deal of optimism 
regarding potential benefits, which is not necessarily unfounded. Researchers have noted the 
possibility of reaching students during “key developmental windows” (Johnson et al., 2016, p. 1; 
Kuyken et al., 2013, p. 126) in the hope of improving various aspects of their well-being and 
academic performance. They cite the potential of MBIs to mitigate chronic stress associated with 
poverty (Dariotis et al., 2015; Mendelson et al., 2010; Sibinga et al., 2015), reduce anxiety, 
depression, and substance abuse in adolescents with learning disabilities and ADHD (Haydicky, 
Wiener, Badali, Milligan, & Ducharme, 2012), improve the performance of adolescents with 
ADHD on attention-requiring tasks (Sibalis et al., 2017), and, in general student populations, 
lessen anxiety, depression, and eating disorders (Johnson et al., 2016) and “increase cognitive 
capacity of attending and learning” (Zenner et al., 2014, p. 18). 

School-based MBIs’ potential to affect many different outcome variables is both a benefit 
and a liability, as the diverse range of variables examined by the research makes it difficult to 
draw comparisons between studies. Although many of the hypothesized effects are arguably 
related, it is not certain which outcomes mindfulness directly promotes. However, the gradual 
accumulation of inconclusive but promising results suggests that school-based MBIs are worthy 
of continued investigation, particularly considering the high potential for benefit. For instance, 
although stimulant medications are typically the first-line treatment for ADHD, low compliance 
rates for youth, the stigma associated with taking medication, and undesirable side-effects make 
them a suboptimal solution (Sibalis et al., 2017). Mindfulness training has been proposed as a 
non-medicinal alternative or supplemental treatment for managing ADHD symptoms (Haydicky 
et al., 2012; Sibalis et al., 2017).  

Other researchers have highlighted the potential cost-effectiveness of preventive 
programs that could target depression, anxiety, and other mental health issues simultaneously, 
and reduce the need for drastic remedial measures later (Johnson et al., 2016). Still others have 
noted the potential for mindfulness training to be “a good resource for teachers’ own resilience 
and prevention of burnout” (Zenner et al., 2014). If these claims are substantiated by further 
research, investing in school-based MBIs could have a profound impact on student wellbeing and 
education as a whole. 
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Defining Mindfulness 
 
In order to study the effectiveness of mindfulness training, a clear definition or 

description of mindfulness must be formulated. This is no easy task, however, as the 
philosophical complexity of mindfulness seems to resist the positivism of Western research 
paradigms. Study authors tend to offer short definitions culled from other sources—with perhaps 
brief mention of mindfulness’ origins in Eastern philosophy—but rarely undertake an extensive 
exploration of the subtleties of the practice. As a result, it is unclear whether there is agreement 
between researchers on what constitutes mindfulness. 

Jon Kabat-Zinn is widely recognized as the originator of the first Western secular 
mindfulness training program to be applied in a clinical setting. In 1979 he developed an eight-
week treatment program called Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) which was offered 
through a stress reduction clinic at the University of Massachusetts. His primary intention in 
creating MBSR was to train patients to apply mindfulness skills to the management of chronic 
pain and stress (Kabat-Zinn, 2003). He defines mindfulness as “the awareness that emerges 
through paying attention on purpose, in the present moment, and nonjudgmentally to the 
unfolding of experience moment by moment” (Kabat-Zinn, 2003, p. 145). Researchers of school-
based MBIs from the past decade have tended to either borrow this definition or offer variations 
on it. However, some of them omit parts of Kabat-Zinn’s definition or otherwise deviate from it. 
Mendelson et al. (2010) suggest that mindfulness “involves attending to the present in a 
sustained and receptive fashion” (p. 986); however, this definition neglects the key component of 
nonjudgment. Johnson et al. (2016) add an element of "stepping back from thoughts and 
recognising them as transient mental events that may not be factual” as well as “cultivating a 
friendly, compassionate and non-judgmental stance towards oneself" (p. 2). Haydicky et al. 
(2012) propose that mindfulness has two parts: “self-regulation of attention” and “a curious and 
accepting attitude towards experience” (p. 151). Although there appear to be points of agreement 
among these definitions, their ambiguity makes it difficult to confirm whether a given 
intervention delivers the “active ingredients” (Felver et al., 2016, p. 42) of mindfulness. 
Furthermore, since the internal nature of mindfulness practice makes it unavailable for direct 
observation, most studies rely on indirect measures such as self-reports to obtain their results, 
leading to questions about their reliability. 

 
Manualized MBIs 

 
One development that is promising for school-based MBI research is the emergence of 

manualized programs (i.e. programs whose guidelines are standardized in a manual) adapted 
specifically for youth. Manualized programs make studies easier to replicate and compare; 
however, several challenges remain to be addressed. Firstly, many pilot programs, feasibility 
studies, and trial interventions are not using manualized programs. Instead, study authors are 
fabricating unique programs with a variety of components drawn from different sources (Felver, 
Celis-de Hoyos, Tezanos, & Singh, 2016), and they often fail to provide scripts, lesson plans, or 
other materials that would be necessary to recreate the intervention and replicate the study 
(Zenner et al., 2014). 

The second issue is the sheer number and variety of manualized MBIs. In addition to 
MBSR and Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy (MBCT) (Zoogman, Goldberg, Hoyt & 
Miller, 2015), there are many other programs including Soles of the Feet (SOF), Acceptance and 
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Commitment Therapy (ACT), Mindful Schools, Integrative Contemplative Pedagogy, Learning 
to BREATHE, and Move-Into-Learning (Felver et al., 2016), as well as the Mindfulness in 
Schools Programme (MiSP) (Kuyken et al., 2013), to name a few. This proliferation of 
programs, coupled with the relative newness of the field, means that there are many pilot studies 
for individual programs but few studies that attempt to replicate results for the same manualized 
program. 

Finally, there is the question of whether a manualized program designed to be delivered 
by classroom teachers is an adequate means of delivering mindfulness training, particularly 
considering how complex and challenging the concept and practice of mindfulness can be. 
Kabat-Zinn (2003) emphasizes that mindfulness is “not simply a method that one encounters for 
a brief time at a professional seminar and then passes on to others for use as needed when they 
find themselves tense or stressed,” and insists that it “can be understood and embodied only 
through sustained personal practice over days, weeks, months, and years” (p. 149). However, for 
reasons of practicality, and due to the scarcity of experts available to deliver mindfulness 
instruction, school-based interventions often depend on classroom teachers with varying amounts 
of mindfulness training. Weare and Nind (2011) contend that for long term sustainability, 
classroom teachers are likely to be the only feasible option for MBI facilitation. 

 
Sample Studies of School-Based MBIs 

 
 Although a detailed discussion of every recent school-based MBI study is beyond the 
scope of this paper, the following two examples will provide a sense of how MBIs are currently 
being implemented in schools and illuminate some of the significant strengths and limitations 
each. 
 
Example 1: Collaboration with Community Programs 
 

In one study, researchers partnered with the Baltimore-based Holistic Life Foundation 
(HLF) to deliver a twelve-week intervention to youth in “underserved urban communities” 
(Mendelson et al., 2010, p. 985). The intervention incorporated yoga, breathing techniques, 
guided mindfulness practices (e.g. "attending to a specific focus for several minutes, such as 
paying attention to each breath or sending out positive energy to others"), and “didactic 
information about topics such as identifying stressors, using mindfulness techniques to respond 
to stress, cultivating positive relationships with others, and keeping one’s mind and body 
healthy” (Mendelson et al., 2010, p. 989). The participants were 97 fourth and fifth graders from 
four Baltimore schools, 83.55% of whom were African American. Two schools were 
randomized to receive the intervention while two acted as controls. The authors found 
statistically significant improvements in some measures of “involuntary engagement,” 
specifically rumination, intrusive thoughts, and emotional arousal (Mendelson et al., 2010, p. 
990). Students also showed enthusiasm for the program, reporting that the tools they learned 
helped them “stay calm” and deal with stress in positive ways “instead of like fighting and stuff” 
(Mendelson et al., 2010, p. 989). The authors concluded that the results were promising and the 
topic warranted further study. 

One important question raised by this study is whether to prefer outside expert facilitators 
who are experienced with mindfulness but whose relationship with the students is limited, or 
classroom teachers who have been trained to facilitate the MBI. One might argue that this type of 
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intervention would be best delivered by experts to ensure quality and consistency. However, the 
above study highlights some of the risks of failing to collaborate with teachers, as some teachers 
were found to have prevented students from attending the mindfulness sessions as punishment 
for class misbehaviour (Mendelson et al., 2010). Since students with behavioural problems are 
arguably the most likely to benefit from mindfulness training, the success of the intervention 
(and study) were threatened by this lack of communication. Johnson et al. (2016) note that 
training teachers would also enable “more regular contact with the class for embodiment of 
mindful behaviour, drip-feeding of ideas across the curriculum, regular reminders of daily home 
practice, and the opportunity to conduct extra mindfulness practices between the formal weekly 
lessons” (p. 9). These considerations are particularly important in light of one meta-analysis of 
MBIs in schools, in which it was found that 52% of the effect-size variance in controlled studies 
could be accounted for by the amount of mindfulness practice students did (Zenner et al., 2014, 
p. 16). 

Like many studies in this relatively new field, this study had a relatively small sample 
population which limits its generalizability and ability to test for mediation effects. It also did not 
have an active control, i.e. the control group did not participate in group activities or do yoga, so 
the authors were not able to isolate the effect of the mindfulness training. Furthermore, this study 
used only student self-reports to assess the effects of the intervention. Although the 
questionnaires used were rated highly for reliability (Mendelson et al., 2010), it would be 
preferable to correlate student self-reports with other measures such as teacher or parent reports, 
student grades, or physiological assessments of stress. Finally, the sample for this study may 
have been biased towards students who were motivated to be involved or whose parents were 
more engaged, as a parental permission form was required for participation. The study would 
also have been strengthened by the inclusion of a follow-up component. 

 
Example 2: Universal vs. Targeted Interventions 
 

Another important question that has yet to be fully explored is the efficacy of universal 
vs. targeted interventions. The main drawback of universal interventions is their scale, which 
requires an entire class, grade, or school to participate in the MBI, with the accompanying need 
for many outside facilitators or, more likely, extensive training for teachers who are already 
embedded in the school environment. However, universal interventions also carry considerable 
potential benefits. For instance, they “minimise inequalities in accessing the intervention and the 
acceptability, stigma and social comparison that often arise when targeting interventions at 
subgroups of young people within schools” (Kuyken et al., 2013, p. 126). Universal interventions 
also obviate the need to identify and recruit particular high-needs students, as well as the risk of 
passing over students who would benefit from mindfulness training but do not have a formal 
diagnosis or appear to be obvious candidates for intervention. In addition, universal MBIs may 
serve as a preventive measure for conditions such as depression (Kuyken et al., 2013; Raes, 
Griffith, Van der Gucht, & Williams, 2014). 

Kuyken et al. (2013) investigated the Mindfulness in Schools Programme (MiSP), a 
manualized nine-week universal intervention based on MBSR and delivered once per week by 
trained classroom teachers. The program included “shortened and adapted components to suit 
young people” as well as “age-appropriate resources to bring mindfulness to life (including a 
course booklet and a set of mindfulness exercises on CD or MP3 audio files)” (Kuyken et al., 
2013, p. 127). The intervention was delivered to a total of 256 students in the intervention group, 
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with 266 in the control group. Self-report questionnaires showed statistically significant 
improvement in "depressive symptoms" (Kuyken et al. 2013, p. 129) and a follow-up analysis 
showed that 80% of the students had used the practices they were taught to some degree in the 
three months following the intervention. These results are promising in that they suggest the 
possibility of preventing the onset of depression in some cases, given that "low-grade depressive 
symptoms" are "a powerful risk factor for depression in adolescents and adults" (Kuyken et al., 
2013, p. 129). In general, they paint an optimistic picture of the benefits of universal, teacher-
facilitated interventions. 

 This study used a manualized MBI, making it easier to replicate, and a relatively large 
sample. In addition, parents were asked to opt out of the program rather than into it, avoiding any 
selection bias from engaged parents returning more permission forms. The inclusion of a follow-
up component is another strength, and is an important factor in determining whether intervention 
effects persist for any length of time. As MiSP was designed to "be taught by school teachers 
embedded in the schools, which reviews suggest is necessary for long-term sustainability" 
(Kuyken et al., 2013), there are fewer barriers to program replication and expansion than if 
outside expert facilitators were used. 

As this was a feasibility study, assignment to the intervention group or control group was 
not randomized, so the results may have been affected by systematic baseline differences 
between the groups. Furthermore, the authors did not report the length of each lesson, an 
unfortunate omission given that amount of training has been found to be a key determinant of 
effect size (Zenner et al., 2014). Finally, the authors relied solely on self-report questionnaires to 
assess well-being, stress, depressive symptoms, and program acceptability, which raises 
questions about the reliability of the results. As Kuyken et al. (2013) acknowledge, it would have 
been preferable to correlate these self-reports with observer reports, school records on student 
performance and behaviour, “biobehavioural measures of stress reactivity,” and mental health 
outcomes (p. 130). 

 
Most Common Methodological Problems 

 
Looking at broader trends among recent studies of school-based MBIs, one may observe 

several methodological problems that appear repeatedly. Small sample sizes (Mendelson et al., 
2010; Sibinga et al., 2013), lack of randomization (Haydicky et al., 2012; Kuyken et al., 2013; 
Mendelson et al., 2010), and lack of follow-up assessments (Haydicky et al., 2012; Mendelson et 
al., 2010) are common. Samples were also sometimes biased towards students who were 
motivated to be involved in the intervention, or whose parents were motivated to involve their 
children (Dariotis et al., 2016; Mendelson et al., 2010). Crucially, researchers frequently failed to 
isolate and control for the mindfulness component of the program, leading to uncertainty 
regarding the actual cause of any improvements observed (Haydicky et al., 2012; Milligan et al., 
2016; Sibalis et al., 2017). 

Another significant issue was the over-reliance on student self-reports for data on 
intervention efficacy, as well as the lack of observer (e.g. teacher or parent) reports, school-
collected data on behaviour and performance, or other measures (Dariotis et al., 2016; Haydicky 
et al., 2012; Johnson et al., 2016; Kuyken et al., 2013; Mendelson et al., 2010; Sibinga et al., 
2015). Although most of the self-reports took the form of standardized questionnaires that were 
highly rated for reliability, it is important to note that self-reports “may be influenced by social 
desirability and other sources of bias” (Mendelson et al., 2010, p. 992). 
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In addition to the above-mentioned limitations, the interventions selected for study were 
often not standardized or manualized, and delivery was not evaluated for consistency or fidelity 
(Haydicky et al., 2012; Mendelson et al., 2010), which undermines the validity of results and 
limits study replicability. While some studies were designed as attempts to replicate previous 
research (Johnson et al., 2016), most were not. In a similar vein, the generalizability of studies 
that used outside expert facilitators is questionable, given the limited availability of such 
facilitators (Johnson et al., 2016). 

 
Recommendations for Future Research 

 
 Previous reviews of the existing research on school-based MBIs have yielded some 
important recommendations regarding methodology, which by and large have yet to be 
implemented. For instance, in order to isolate the effects of mindfulness training, researchers 
must use active controls, i.e. controls that simulate the intervention as closely as possible while 
omitting the mindfulness component. In their systematic review, Felver et al. (2016) found that 
only about half of the studies they analyzed used any kind of control group, and only 
approximately 11% used a well-matched active comparison condition (p. 41). They suggest a 
physical education class as a viable comparison condition that has not been tried so far (Felver et 
al., 2016). Other important considerations for future research include the need to replicate 
intervention effects using existing manualized MBIs, the need for follow-up data, and the need to 
conduct component analyses to determine the “active ingredients” of a MBI (Felver et al., 2016, 
p. 42). 
 

Potential Application of EEG Technology 
 

As discussed above, the reliance on self-report questionnaire data is a significant 
limitation in this body of research. Interestingly, recent developments in mindfulness research 
include the application of electroencephalography (EEG) technology to measure brain waves 
associated with attentional focus (Sibalis et al., 2017). In one study, measurements were taken 
before and after a twenty-week mindfulness intervention for youth with ADHD, and a significant 
decrease in theta-beta ratio (the ratio of “daydreaming” brain waves to “concentrating” brain 
waves) was found when youth were asked to perform attention-requiring tasks (Sibalis et al., 
2017). Although the MBI was extracurricular rather than school-based, this application of EEG 
to the study of mindfulness opens up the possibility of objectively measuring the effects of 
mindfulness training on brain activity. As the authors note, EEG "can detect finer attention- and 
inhibition-based changes than behavioral questionnaires" (Sibalis et al., 2017, p. 2). A school-
based MBI study incorporating EEG measurements along with student self-reports, observer 
reports, and school records could mark a significant step in our understanding of mindfulness 
and youth. 

 
Conclusion 

 
The general consensus from the current research on school-based MBIs is that the results 

to date are promising and warrant further investigation. In order for that investigation to be 
meaningful and contribute substantially to our understanding of MBIs, however, researchers 
must attend to the methodological recommendations found in existing research reviews. In 
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particular, the careful selection of experimental designs and the use of active controls are 
imperative to the legitimacy of any positive results. While MBIs may be a powerful tool to 
support student well-being, without a rigorous experimental approach to determine their cost-
effectiveness, funding and administrative support will remain largely out of reach.	
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Abstract 
This exploratory analysis of seven semi-structured interviews is part of a doctoral thesis which 
aims to highlight whether mechanisms promoting social and school segregation are mobilized 
through the parents’ school choice practices in Montreal’s quasi-market (Felouzis, Maroy & van 
Zanten, 2013). It examines the parental point of view of school quality in four boroughs of 
Montreal and it explores how educational quality judgments (Felouzis & Perroton, 2007) are 
developed. It also focuses on judgment devices (personal networks, school marketing and 
promotion), that are the most commonly used by parents (Karpik, 2007; Draelants & Dumay, 
2011).Very little is known on how parents ultimately determine their choices, however the 
results of this study show that 1) parental expectations in education, 2) the impact of instrumental 
and expressive dimensions related to schooling, as well as 3) their relation to "others" (van 
Zanten, 2009b) may have an effect on their quality judgments of a good.  
 
Keywords: Quebec, School Choice, School Quality, Judgment Devices, Relation to others, 
Singularities, School Market 
	
Résumé 
    Cette étude exploratoire s’inscrit dans le cadre d’une thèse de doctorat visant à déterminer si 
des mécanismes favorisant la ségrégation sociale et scolaire à travers les pratiques de choix des 
parents peuvent être observés à Montréal. Elle a été menée auprès de sept parents dans quatre 
arrondissements de Montréal et souhaite comprendre l’élaboration des choix scolaires. D’une 
part, elle se penche sur les jugements de qualité éducative d'une « bonne école » (Felouzis et 
Perroton, 2007) dans le quasi-marché scolaire montréalais (Felouzis, Maroy & van Zanten, 
2013). D’autre part, elle s’intéresse aux dispositifs de jugement des parents, comme les réseaux 
personnels, le marketing et la promotion scolaire (Karpik, 2007; Draelants et Dumay, 2011). Il 
ressort des entretiens semi-directifs que ce qui structure les attentes parentales en éducation, 
l'impact des dimensions instrumentales et expressives liées à la scolarisation ainsi que leur 
relation aux « autres » (van Zanten, 2009b) sont mobilisés de manière contextualisée. 
 
Mots clés: Québec, Choix scolaires, Qualité éducative, Dispositifs de jugement, Rapport à 
l’autre, Singularités, Marchés scolaires 

	
	
	
	



 
44 

	

Introduction 
	

 High school choice is a decision with long term effects on a child’s personal and 
professional life (van Zanten, 2009a). For many parents, choosing a school is a way to influence 
their child’s academic trajectory or to pursue their parental ambitions; for others it’s a way to 
gain indirect control on their child’s peer group (Felouzis, 2009). Since the 1960s, parents living 
in the province of Quebec have been able to choose high schools within the public or private 
system. However, access to private schools is most often restricted by the place of residence, 
entrance exams and relatively high tuition fees (Proulx & Charland, 2009). As early as 1998, the 
range of parental choice was broadened and made more flexible within public schools through 
"special programs" (e.g., international classes, sports programs, etc.), accessible only through a 
selective procedure. Although many parents opt for the regular program offered by the public 
school board, some of them follow active school choice strategies to increase their child’s 
chances of being admitted to a "good" school. This is a growing phenomenon observed in the 
United States and in many European countries (Felouzis, Maroy & van Zanten, 2013). In the 
province of Quebec, the number of children attending private schools showed an increase: in 
2012-2013, 20% of young students attended a private institution in secondary education 
(Ministry of Education, Higher Education and Research, 2015, p. 11), whereas in 1970 the 
proportion was 5% (Tondreau & Robert, 2011). The offer of particular programs has grown 
sharply in public schools, particularly to face private competition (Lessard & Levasseur, 2007). 
School choice practices are thus increasing quasi-market logic, which is characterized by 
competition within a state-regulated service, or at least competitive interdependencies between 
schools in urban areas (Delvaux & van Zanten, 2006; van Zanten, 2009a). In quasi-markets, the 
state retains control over, for example, teacher training and schooling content, but lets schools 
determine how to reach governmental targets (educational success of students, children admitted 
into schools, promotion, etc.) (Felouzis et al., 2013). 

 
Research Problem and Main Question 

 
Besides their life-long personal effects, school choice practices can also have collective 

consequences like social segregation, which depend upon educational aims (either expressive or 
instrumental dimensions) or a family’s socio-economic background (van Zanten, 2009a; van 
Zanten, 2009b). In fact, not all parents can actually make a choice because this widely depends 
on their cultural and economic resources (Bourdieu, 1972). Being able to make a choice also 
contributes to strengthening school, social and ethnic segregation between schools (or social 
classes) (van Zanten, 2009a). The choice of schools in France, for example, appears to be 
strongly determined by the perception parents have of the type of students likely to be around 
their child in that school. This "relation to others", is significantly influenced by parents’ social 
positions (the contribution of professional, social or political position in the elaboration of 
parents' judgments) and therefore increases social segregation (van Zanten, 2009a).  

    International research has already shown the negative consequences of segregation on 
school inequalities (e.g., Coleman, 1966; Felouzis et al., 2013; Maroy & Kamanzi, 2017) and has 
demonstrated that parents who make choices also rely on judgments about what they consider a 
"good school" or program for their child (Felouzis & Perroton, 2007). Indeed, in a market of 
what Karpik (2007) calls "singular goods" such as schooling, the quality of the good or service is 
very difficult to establish. It is so because of the unclear nature of the service provided by the 
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schools, but also because of the importance of intersubjective interactions, educational values 
and meanings of each student or family. School choices therefore proceed from "quality 
judgments" based on actors’ perceptions and resources and how they reach for information 
(through devices or dispositifs de jugements, in French) within "quality markets" (Karpik, 2007). 

Given the very low number of studies in Quebec in this area (Maroy & Kamanzi, 2017; 
Desjardins, Lessard & Blais, 2010), this paper aims to better understand the state of the situation 
from a sociological perspective. It examines the school choices of seven individuals who are 
parents in Montreal. It focuses on parents’ social characteristics (e.g., socio-economic status, 
ethno-cultural background, etc.) and how they may or may not influence their judgments 
(Felouzis et al., 2013). The study aims to answer the following question: are school choice 
practices differentiated according the parents’ cognitive and normative categories, relation to 
others, social position, social and cultural resources or spatial location (borough)?  

 
Theoretical and Conceptual Framework 

 
This section introduces the main theoretical and conceptual anchors of this research. 

Speaking from a sociological orientation, it will first clarify the notions of the school market 
(Felouzis et al., 2013) and market of singularities from Karpik’s point of view (2007). It will 
then examine the concept of quality judgment and how it expresses itself in a market of 
singularities (such as a school market) and we will study how trust is engaged in its formation. It 
will see how different judging devices help provide parents with information on the quality of a 
good school. It aims to highlight how the perceived social and cultural characteristics of school 
audiences impacts their choices. Finally, it will examine how the "relation to others" can 
influence school choices in Montreal. 
	
School Markets and Markets of Singularities: Any Differences? 
	

The notion of "school market", is a hybrid concept between economics and sociology 
(Maroy, 2006). It helps to describe diverse empirical realities covering a set of public policies, 
the logic behind the actions and practices of actors in education (Felouzis et al., 2013). A school 
market includes competition between schools, freedom of choice and diverse school options 
(Felouzis et al., 2013). The multiple manifestations of school markets have been studied as 
various concepts such as quasi-market (Vandenberghe, 1996), local competition space (Ball & 
van Zanten, 1998, Broccolichi & van Zanten 1997) or competitive spaces of interdependence 
(Delvaux & van Zanten, 2006, Maroy, 2006). All these concepts derive from the traditional 
definition of markets for economists: "a mechanism of coordination between actors, based on a 
monetary exchange" (Maroy, 2006, p. 94), where the price regulates the balance between the 
offer and the demand for a good or service. Karpik's (2007) work uses the term "markets of 
singularities" (p. 42) to distinguish school markets from conventional markets where competition 
is through prices.  

    This type of market is characterized by a competition of qualities instead of a 
competition of prices (Karpik 2007). Thus a school market is a particular case of singularities or 
qualities market which is not regulated by prices (Felouzis & Perroton, 2007). In school markets, 
prices are not a measure of quality, which makes it difficult for parents to judge a school 
(Felouzis & Perroton, 2007) since the education service focuses on quality judgments based on 
different instruction and social criteria as well as educational intentions of families (Felouzis et 
al. 2013). 
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How are Parental Judgments Elaborated? 
 

van Zanten (2009b) and Felouzis & Perroton (2007) show that for French parents, a 
"quality school" is associated with the perceived characteristics of instruction and socialization. 
The criteria used to assess the quality of a school can also be based on the institution's reputation 
or statistical performance data published by an educational authority (Draelants & Dumay, 
2011). Judgments made by groups of individuals are also based on trust in the information within 
their reach to help them know and qualify these goods, but also on trust in the interlocutors who 
convey them (van Zanten, 2009b). In order to control the uncertainties surrounding the service or 
the product, the users of a market of singularities rely in fact on various judgment (or 
confidence) devices (Karpik, 2007; Quéré, 2005). A judgment device can be personal (networks, 
social relations) or impersonal (ranking, books) on which an actor or a consumer relies to 
elaborate a decision.  

To illustrate, parents may rely on a school with a "good name" whose proper appellation 
is well known (e.g., Harvard or Oxford Universities) (Draelants & Dumay, 2011) as an implicit 
trust in the school's "brand". This is often put forward by school principals in their logic of 
actions towards parents in a space of competition between schools (Maroy & van Zanten, 2007). 
The reputation of a school might lead some parents to moving to a new neighborhood so that the 
child is admitted to a school with a good reputation (Merle, 2011; van Zanten, 2009a). Parents’ 
trust is therefore associated with a strong belief that a type of institution is better or contributes to 
the hierarchy of reputations of products or services (Karpik, 2013). 

 
Social and Cultural Resources and the Choice of a "Good School"  
 

Some parents with high social capital are able to discriminate more skillfully the 
characteristics of the educational quality of a good school (Felouzis et al., 2013, van Zanten, 
2009a; van Zanten, 2009b). This facilitates the school choice process for privileged families, 
while less "prepared" parents won’t be able to do so. This asymmetry sometimes increases 
reproduction of school and social hierarchies. Schools also participate in the construction of this 
asymmetry through action logic filtering students through marketing or advertising, or via 
selection criteria (Maroy & van Zanten, 2007). This accentuates the school’s effect on the larger 
public during visits (or welcome days) in particular, providing a first filtering of the student 
population (Maroy & van Zanten, 2007). Some parents exercise indirect control over their child's 
peer group (Felouzis, 2009) with emphasis on avoidance strategies that are mediated by school 
choices (van Zanten, 2009a). For example, these parents may want to avoid enrollment in certain 
schools they consider unsuitable for their children. In order to do so, they can put forward other 
strategies of choice such as residential strategies (changing neighborhood). 

Asymmetry also favours a hierarchy among schools, where the social or ethnic 
characteristics of students constitute (or not) the "social quality" of the school. This hierarchy 
derives in particular from the school quality judgments developed by parents who want their 
children to grow up among peers (Felouzis, 2009) and stay away from others who hold opposing 
educational values. This could be called a negative "relation to others". 

The elaboration of judgments on the qualities of a (good) school is also based on family 
history, and on unequal economic and cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1972). These resources and 
social positions can determine expressive (well-being or happiness of the child) or instrumental 
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(serving a means) educational aims as well as be associated with different representations of 
society (open, enriched by social mixing or not) (van Zanten, 2009a; van Zanten, 2009b). 

 
Methodology 

 
This qualitative exploratory study took place in four different socio-spatial contexts in 

Montreal. It aims to understand school quality judgments related to the residential situations of 
parents and offers highlights on cultural and economic status of families. More specifically, this 
study aims, through seven exploratory semi-structured interviews, to validate our analysis tools 
(part 4.3) and our coding grid which will be operationalized on a larger scale.  

 
Socio-Spatial Considerations 
 

The boroughs of the city of Montreal were chosen by targeting the districts where there 
was a more than one school option and where the possibilities for parents’ to make choices 
existed. Additionally, we looked for districts where competition among schools (to attract the 
best students) could be observed. We also chose districts that we considered more or less equal 
on the socio-economic level. The districts chosen were: Ahuntsic-Cartierville (AC), Rosemont-
La Petite Patrie (RLPP), Côte-des-Neiges-Notre-Dame-de-Grace (CdNNDG) and Mercier-
Hochelaga-Maisonneuve (MHM). 

 
Participant Recruitment and Interviews  
 

For the purposes of this study, we looked for seven parents residing in the boroughs 
mentioned, who demonstrated an interest in the object of study by responding to the 
announcement. Like Poupart et al., (1997) and Fenneteau (2007) suggest, we chose to conduct 
interviews because we believe they are a promising avenue for capturing oral narrations about 
judgments regarding actors’ school choice practices. We conducted one hour-long semi-open 
interview per participant during the summer and fall of 2016. Following an interview protocol, 
we asked parents questions on different themes, such as: their personal, professional and 
academic trajectories, their appreciation of their borough of residence, their representation of 
their child’s school and socio-educational characteristics, their perception of the current and 
expected school environments, their perception of a good school for their children or their 
relation with others that they considered different from them. All of the participating parents 
were born in Canada, French-speaking and eager to send their child to a francophone public or 
private high school in Montreal. Finally, parents had to live in the borough for at least one year, 
be considering, or be tempted to choose a secondary school for their child, whether or not it was 
located in their neighborhood. At the time, all had an intended target school in mind, although 
they had not confirmed enrollment at said school.  

We initially aimed to talk to parents whose children were at the Grade 6 (age 11 or 12) 
level in the 2016-2017 school year, but we also met one parent whose child was already in high 
school, but had to choose another school because the current one did not meet their expectations. 
Table 1 highlights the characteristics of our sample. It also shows an unexpected 
overrepresentation of parents with a child with "special needs": 6 out of 7 are categorized as 
students with disabilities. All the parents we met were mothers; who, according to de Singly 
(2017), are the ones to, most of the time, ensure the monitoring of their children’s schooling. 
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Table 1: Sample  

Parents 
(P) Gender Boroughs SFR 

Index 
Highest 
Education 
Level 

Professional 
Occupation  

Age 
and 
gender 
of the 
child 

Learning 
or 
physical 
disability 

High 
School 
targeted 

P1 F  RLPP 18,4 
University 
(Bacc + 
Master’s 
Degree) 

University 
laboratory 
manager 

Girl, 
13 y/o Yes Public 

P2 F  RLPP 30,7 University 
(doctorate) 

Coordinator 
of a research 
team 

Boy, 
11 y/o Yes Public 

P3 F CdNNDG 55,8 University 
(bacc) Osteopath Boy, 

13 y/o Yes Private 

P4 F MHM 8,6 University 
(bacc) Teacher Girl, 

12 y/o Yes Private 

P5 F MHM 68,7 
Secondary 
+ Pastry 
Degree 

Beneficiary 
Attendant 

Girl, 
12 y/o Yes Public 

P6 F CdNNDG 17,9 
University 
(bacc + 
Master’s 
Degree) 

Freelance 
Designer 

Girl, 
12 y/o No Private 

P7 F AC 20,0 

Technical 
College 
Degree + 
University 
Certificate 
(HEC)  

Director of a 
Early 
Childhood 
Education 
Center 

Boy, 
12 y/o Yes Public 

	
Tools and Data Analysis Process 
 

The interviews were recorded on audio file and then transcribed. The transcripts were 
coded with the NVivo (version 10) qualitative analysis software using a pre-determined coding 
grid. Our grid included the following categories and sub-categories: judgements (relation to 
others, educational aims, personal experience), educational quality (instruction, socialization), 
judgement devices (personal, impersonal) and cognitive and normative (beliefs, expectations, 
projections, trust on schools). A verbatim content analysis was performed along with a return to 
the theoretical framework to adjust the preliminary coding categories, as suggested by Miles & 
Huberman (2003). In the second phase of analysis, our codes were stabilized for a more detailed 
examination of the themes this study focuses on. The instrumental and expressive dimensions 
attached to schooling as well as their educational expectations were subject to careful 
consideration. An instrumental education aim could be linked to a "fear of the other", a condition 
discouraging social diversity (van Zanten, 2009b). The analytical concept of "relation to others" 
(van Zanten, 2009b), helped understanding how this affects parents' quality choices and 
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judgments. Attention was put on their (positive or negative) perceptions of the social, academic, 
cultural and ethnic characteristics of the audience of students in the targeted secondary schools 
(van Zanten, 2009b) for which a judgment was made (Broccolichi, 1998). This could indicate if 
conditions favouring social segregation are possibly observable (van Zanten, 2009a; van Zanten, 
2009b). 

In addition, this study focused on whether a positional effect could be involved in the 
formation of choices and what are the conditions of occurrence (van Zanten, 2009b). Finally, 
judging devices and their use were examined according parents’ social and professional 
characteristics.  
 
Limitations 
 

Several limitations to this study have been identified. The main limitation is related to the 
composition of our exploratory sample (Table 1). We noticed that it is unbalanced from the point 
of view of the status of the child since only one parent with a child without special needs was 
questioned. A second selection bias of our sample (relative to the actual diversity of parents and 
our research objectives) lies in the lack of variety in the socio-professional profiles of parents. 
Finally, a social desirability bias may have influenced participants' responses.  

 
 

Analysis of parents' judgments 
 

This section will provide a comprehensive interpretation of key findings such as 
contrasts, contradictions, common or shared beliefs between the parents, as well as the 
construction of their judgments, and how they elaborated the competition of qualities and the 
hierarchy of local schools. 
 
Parents’ Educational Expectations  
 

Our interviews show a strong concern about the well-being or happiness of the child. 
This expressive dimension is therefore a major finding and contrasts with what French studies 
show (van Zanten, 2009a). However, the instrumental dimension is not completely absent from 
the families' expectations. P7 suggests that a certain level of academic achievement is important, 
but the parent first wants the school to allow her child to flourish: 
	

« (…) je ne veux pas nécessairement que mon enfant performe, je veux que mon 
enfant soit heureux » (P7, AC).  
("I don’t necessarily want my child to perform [at school], I want my child to be 
happy" (P7, AC))  
 

None of the parents questioned had any particular ambitions regarding their child and 
none of them insisted on sending the child to a school that would be contrary to his or her 
wishes. The importance of these expressive educational goals communicated by parents may be 
related to their child’s special needs status which may lower parent expectations from an 
instrumental point of view. 
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Strong beliefs in the reputation of institutions... or the teaching system? 
 

In general, the belief in the reputation of the school or school network (public or private) 
is shared by all the parents interviewed. However, when the parents had attended the private 
sector as a teenager, they were more likely to choose a private school (P3): 
	

« [C]’est sûr que, moi je me suis toujours dit, même avant d’avoir des enfants, 
que probablement que mes enfants, si je pouvais me le permettre, suivraient le 
même cheminement que moi, c’est-à-dire école publique pour le primaire, 
école privée pour le secondaire. Donc, je pense que je ne me suis pas posé 
énormément de questions par rapport au public-privé, au secondaire » (P3, 
CdNNDG). 
("I always said to myself, even before having children, that probably (…), if I 
could afford it, they would follow the same path as me (…) public primary 
school and private secondary school. So, I didn’t question myself very much 
regarding the public-private high school debate" (P3, CdNNDG)). 

	
Their judgment is grounded in their own academic trajectory and personal experience 

which allows them to reduce any uncertainty of choice. Judgment is therefore based on trust in 
family tradition and personal experience; it is not delegated to a third party, as Karpik (2007) 
envisages with judgment devices. P4 is more clearly positioned in terms of the reputation of the 
institution. She develops her judgment on the “perceived” bad reputation of public schools in 
general and maintains the belief that the private network is better for her child: 
	

« Mais c’est peut-être moi aussi qui a une opinion erronée de ce qui se passe 
au public là, on en entend tellement parler » (P4, MHM).  

	
("But, maybe I’m wrong about what's going on in the public [network] there. We 
hear so much about it" (P4, MHM)). 

	
This parent teaches in a primary public school and also went to a private school as a 

teenager. She had a very clear image of the ability of the private school to support her child: 
 

« On pense que [pour] ma fille qui a des forces dans d’autres choses que 
l’académique, (...) l’école privée (…) comme par exemple l’école Collège 
d’Anjou, bien je me dis ça peut être positif » (P4, MHM). 
("We think that the private school (...) as for example the College of Anjou (...) 
[for] my daughter who has strengths in other areas than academic, well I say, it 
can be positive [for her]" (P4, MHM)). 

	
She also has a negative perception of "others" surrounding her child, which, in our 

opinion, has a strong effect on school choice. Her perception was reinforced by her own 
professional experience as a teacher and by the visits she made. Her strong beliefs that the 
private sector would better meet her expectations and her daughter’s needs is therefore indicative 
of a loss of trust in the public-school system. 
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A contextualized "relation to others"  
 

Parents did not seem to put emphasis on the characteristics of students likely to be around 
their child in the targeted high school. However, the parents’ relation to others of all parents 
varied according to the context of social relations. For instance, it is often "positive" in friendly 
and cordial relationships outside the school, but becomes "negative" when these relations directly 
affect their child’s current school. P7, for example, generally appreciated the fact that her son has 
friends "from other origins" in their neighborhood of residence, but considers problematic the 
fact that he is part of the [ethnic] minority (Native Quebecker) in his class (of mostly 
immigrants): 
	

« Je ne veux pas que ce soient tous des ‘Québécois de souche’ qui sont à 
l’école, je trouve qu’il y a une richesse à apprendre des autres, mais quand 
c’est ton enfant qui est l’exception, c’est comme si tu vis un problème de… 
d’immigration dans ton pays » (P7, AC). 
("I do not want all of them [the students] to be native Quebeckers at school, I 
think it’s great to learn from others, but when your child is the exception [in 
the class], it is as if you are experiencing a problem of … immigration in your 
own country" (P7, AC)). 

	
This mother considers that the social, ethno-cultural and identity characteristics of 

"others" are too different from her child’s. She believes this may have negative effects on her 
son’s academic success. This parent may want her child to avoid the experience of being a 
minority when, in fact, her child is in a majority position throughout the rest of the province. 
Referring to an “immigration problem” validates this parent’s choice of a school where her child 
associates with other children from similar ethnic and social groups.  

P1 and P4 are more concerned about populations with different deviances and social 
problems rather than ethno-cultural differences. For example, they report noticing "violence" and 
"blood" at school, and how harmful their child's exposure to a negative climate might be. They 
do not explicitly associate those social problems to ethno-cultural characteristics. 

 
« Donc pour notre fille, juste pour donner un exemple (…) dans les trois 
premières semaines [de la rentrée] il y a des batailles entre filles, puis aux 
[coups de] poings, puis il y a du sang. Donc ça a beaucoup traumatisé notre 
fille (…) » (P1, RLPP)). 
("So for our daughter, just to give an example (...) in the first three weeks [back 
to school] there are battles between girls, then [with punches], then there was 
blood. Our daughter was traumatized (...)"(P1, RLPP)). 

	
« C’est leur éducation (…) il y a beaucoup… de ce qu’elle me rapporte, il y a 
beaucoup de violence. Violence verbale [en classe] » (P4, MHM). 
 
("It’s their [the other children’s] education (...) according to my daughter, 
there is a lot of violence. Verbal violence [in class]" (P4, MHM)). 

	
We hypothesize that the concerns of these parents may also be related to the fact that they 

each have a female child combined with learning disabilities for whom they express a greater 
interest in safety in the school context. 
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Another parent believes that the educational values of "others" are too different from her 
family values (P3). The living environment as well as the school context have an effect on this 
parent’s relationships with others. She wants her child to be in a school where the student 
population has what she considers to be positive educational values and a positive climate for 
learning. The openness to "differences" appears to be conditional on the sharing of educational 
values which, according to this parent, translates into "educational practices" close to their own, 
such as attendance at school or setting up a routine of school-related tasks. The social, cultural or 
ethnic characteristics of the "others" perceived as negative do not appear in the oral narratives of 
P2, P5 and P6. P5 and P6 are rather neutral on this subject whereas the P2 is enthusiastic about 
the idea that her son meet people of different origins. We believe, in these cases, the relations to 
other has no major effect on school choice.  

 
A "Good" High School  
 

To identify how parents define the quality of a good school, we considered Felouzis & 
Perroton (2007)’s two dimensions: the effectiveness of the school and the socialization factor. In 
the latter dimension, several elements can contribute to a school’s perceived effectivity, 
particularly the social or cultural characteristics of the other pupils, as well as the social climate 
of the school or the social relations (between pupils). Our data also invited us to consider 
schools’ "effectiveness" as a major dimension of choice, according to parents. This category, 
particularly in terms of school administration, teachers’ relations and safe school environment, 
was frequently reflected in parents' narration and in their way of qualifying a "good school", as 
demonstrated by P1 and P5: 

 
« [Une bonne école], c’est une stabilité au niveau du corps enseignant, c’est 
une diversité de l’offre, autant pour l’enseignement que des activités 
parascolaires » (P1, RLPP). 

	
("[A good school has] stability at the level ofwithin the teaching staff, it is has 
a diversity of the offer, the level teaching and extracurricular activities" (P1, 
RLPP)). 

	
« [Dans une bonne école] les profs sont à l’écoute des enfants avec des 
difficultés, qu’il y ait de l’aide pour ces enfants-là, qu’elle soit sécuritaire » 
(P5, MHM)). 

	
"[A good school is where] teachers are listening to pupils with disabilities, 
there is help for them, [it’s a school] that is safe for them (…)" (P5, MHM).” 

	
For P6, whose child is skilled and talented at school, the instrumental dimension seems to 

be as important as the expressive dimension. In this case, school could be one of the ways to 
bring the child up on social and academic levels. The "knowledge content" category was also 
implicitly associated with the type of school or program targeted: 
	

« [Une bonne école] c’est un lieu d’épanouissement dans l’apprentissage (…). 
Elle fréquentera… c’est une école qui vise l’excellence (…), il faut qu’elle 
soit beaucoup, beaucoup stimulée (…). C’est vraiment ça, c’est une école qui 
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nourrit les enfants d’un point de vue académique, connaissances… » (P6, 
CdNNDG). 

	
("[A good school is where] my daughter feels fulfilled in her learning (…). 
She will attend a school that aims for excellence (…) she needs to be very, 
very stimulated (…). So, a good school feeds the children from an academic 
point of view, the knowledge…" (P6, CdNNDG)). 

	
For parents of children with special needs, the school’s ability to supervise their child and 

to keep her or him away from school failure was a primary concern. In contrast, P6 essentially 
hopes that a "good school" can bring up her daughter’s ambitions and offer her a context for 
academic and professional development:  
	

« Elle se projette… elle se voit avocate, puis elle se voit faire ses études à 
Harvard ou à Oxford. (…) elle connait la réputation de l’école, elle sait que 
des premiers ministres y sont allés et pour elle c’est important » (P6, 
CdNNDG). 

	
("She projects herself… she sees herself as a lawyer, then she sees herself 
studying at Harvard or Oxford (…) she knows the reputation of the [targeted 
high] school, she knows that prime ministers went there and, for her, it's 
important" (P6, CdNNDG)). 

	
Supervision here holds less importance than the level of requirements (i.e., to be able to 

go to Harvard). For this parent, the "knowledge content" should bring her child’s educational 
aspirations up. A certain prestige is, in this case, pursued and valued. Moreover, quality is 
associated with the professional and social status of former students in the targeted secondary 
school. 

The "socialization" category, related to the perception of the social, ethnic and cultural 
characteristics of other students, has little impact on choice making except for P1, P4 and P7. For 
P4, the learning climate is very strongly related to student characteristics: 
	

« Je le souhaite, en tout cas, que le climat de classe (…) moi, c’est ce qui a 
pesé dans la balance de dire, bien, dans les écoles publiques avec tout le 
melting pot d’enfants qui peut y avoir, parce qu’on est obligé de les intégrer, 
parce qu’on est obligé de côtoyer toutes sortes d’élèves (…) est-ce que je veux 
que mon enfant soit dans une classe comme ça? (…) ou je préfèrerais (…) 
qu’elle côtoie des gens qui sont pareils comme elle » (P4, MHM). 

	
("(…) I wish that the climate of the class (…) it is what weighed the most 
(…), in public schools, because we have to integrate all sorts of pupils, we 
have to interact with all kinds of children (…) Do I want my child to be in a 
class like that (…) or would I prefer (…) that she associates with children 
like her?" (P4, MHM)). 

	
The importance of this climate seems to be part of the "socialization" dimension but with 

strong implications for school effectiveness. The "relationship with others" is in this case 
negative and contextualized. Its effects on learning in the classroom are reinforcing "avoidance" 
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strategies (i.e., choosing a private school instead of the neighborhood public school) from this 
parent.  
 
A positional effect hardly perceptible, but… 
 

Given the low social variance of our exploratory sample, no major trend can be identified 
between parents’ sector of activity, professional position or socio-spatial context and their 
relation to others. The only two parents (P4 & P7) who have shown a negative relationship with 
others come from modest backgrounds (family background and school career), but, 
paradoxically, occupy jobs in the field of human relations (child care and teaching). The vision 
of "relation to others" seems to be related to the social and ethno-cultural characteristics of the 
population of students likely to attend the targeted schools. We hypothesize that, on a larger 
scale, this can have a stronger impact on school choices at this could be observed according the 
socio-spatial context. 

Discussion 
 

In this study, parents were very sensitive to school visits (impersonal device), where they 
could, on their own, check on what people say about the school (for instance, about programs, 
activities, supervision, etc.). Parents’ visits to schools are part of a marketing strategy called 
“confluence device” and are more effective when the parent is undecided or hesitant about the 
choice of high school, as was the case for P5. The fact that most parents have a child with 
significant learning disabilities may partly explain the excitement around visits. Indeed, these 
parents are more in a position to determine whether the efficiency and socialization dimensions 
can promote their child's academic success and the expressive dimension they wanted for them. 
The other impersonal networks distinguished by Karpik (i.e., cicerones, appellations, 
classifications) such as the "palmarès" (school ranking results) or schools’ marketing 
communications (Draelants & Dumay, 2011) is not involved in parents’ judgments. For P6, 
however, the target school and its associated reputation are considered a "brand" (naming 
device). 

Conclusion 
 

As previously mentioned, we wanted to understand what underlies parental judgments on 
schools and how they are mobilized in school choices. The main purpose of this article was to 
explore how the quality judgments of a "good high school" could be developed for some parents 
in the Montreal school market. We have examined that through action logic, such as visits during 
the welcome days, some schools contribute to shaping their image and their reputation. We also 
wanted to know what judgment devices the parents relied on and how they manipulated the 
information they derived from them to judge the educational quality of a school. In the first 
results obtained, a competition of qualities is palpable: the prices did not in any way influence 
the parents’ school choice practices. At this stage of our investigation, socio-spatial 
characteristics, as well as the social or professional position of parents, play little role in the 
development of parental quality judgments, except for parents from human relations professional 
background. The way in which the "relation with others" influences the representation of a good 
school is perceptible in several interviews, but it is not clearly linked to a social position. On the 
other hand, parents' choices appear to be more related to the child’s gender and the fact that their 



 
55 

	

child has (or not) a special needs status. We therefore assume that this leads to specific choice 
strategies. 

It will be interesting to further explore the impact of the current categories on choices and 
to focus on the hypothesis of a possible presence of a particular "parental anxiety" surrounding 
the choice of high school for these children with special needs. From a more diverse sample, we 
would be able to know if the "relation to others" helps to differentiate the practices of choice 
among some Montreal parents, as has been demonstrated in France, and if a position effect has 
an influence (van Zanten, 2009a; van Zanten, 2009b). This could demonstrate that some 
conditions favouring segregation are in place.  

The results of this study were used to highlight the key elements on which parents focus 
when choosing a school and helped us understand which topics need to be deepened in the 
forthcoming thesis. The stabilized coding grid and first findings will contribute to the pursuit of 
this research and hopefully, will allow the validation of hypotheses or questions derived from 
foreign studies. If any negative effects can be identified, it may be possible to address public 
policies or to question schools and actors in the education community on their actions.  
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Tables 

 
Table 1. Open non-probability Sample (as suggested by Savoie-Zajc, 2006) 
 

Parents 
(P) Gender Borough SFR 

Index 
Highest 
Education 
Level 

Professional 
Occupation  

Age 
and 
gender 
of the 
child 

Learning 
or 
physical 
disability 

High 
School 
targeted 

P1 F  RLPP 18,4 
University 
(Bacc + 
Master’s 
Degree) 

University 
laboratory 
manager 

Girl, 
13 y/o Yes Public 

P2 F  RLPP 30,7 University 
(doctorate) 

Coordinator 
of a research 
team 

Boy, 
11 y/o Yes Public 

P3 F CdNNDG 55,8 University 
(bacc) Osteopath Boy, 

13 y/o Yes Private 

P4 F MHM 8,6 University 
(bacc) Teacher Girl, 

12 y/o Yes Private 

P5 F MHM 68,7 
Secondary 
+ Pastry 
Degree 

Beneficiary 
Attendant 

Girl, 
12 y/o Yes Public 

P6 F CdNNDG 17,9 
University 
(bacc + 
Master’s 
Degree) 

Freelance 
Designer 

Girl, 
12 y/o No Private 

P7 F AC 20,0 

Technical 
College 
Degree + 
University 
Certificate 
(HEC)  

Director of 
an Early 
Childhood 
Education 
Center 

Boy, 
12 y/o Yes Public 
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Résumé 
L’objectif de cette étude était d’examiner le transfert inter-langue de la conscience syntaxique 
chez les enfants anglophones inscrits à un programme d’immersion française. Pour réaliser ce 
but, nous utilisons des analyses de médiation. Nous avons mesuré la conscience syntaxique avec 
une tâche de réorganisation de mots. Nous voyons que la conscience syntaxique aide pour 
l’acquisition du vocabulaire réceptif, la lecture de mots et enfin la compréhension en lecture dans 
les deux langues. Cette étude démontre que la conscience syntaxique est essentielle quant au 
développement des habilités langagières: soit en anglais soit en français. En outre, nous voyons 
que la conscience syntaxique dans une langue contribue à la compréhension lors de la lecture 
dans une autre langue. Ces résultats permettent d’étayer une approche recommandée en ce qui 
concerne l’enseignement des structures syntaxiques dans le programme canadien d’immersion 
française. 
 
Mots clés: la conscience syntaxique, la compréhension de la lecture, le programme d’immersion 
française, la psycholinguistique 
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Abstract 
The purpose of this study was to examine the cross-language transfer of syntactic awareness for 
anglophone students in French immersion. In order to carry out this project, we used mediation 
modelling as the most realistic representation. We measured syntactic awareness using an 
experimental word reorganization task. The results show that syntactic awareness helps with the 
development of vocabulary, word reading and reading comprehension in both languages. This 
study therefore demonstrates that syntactic awareness is essential for the development of 
linguistics capabilities: both in English and in French. Furthermore, this study shows that 
syntactic awareness in one language contributes to reading comprehension in another languages. 
These results allow us to recommend the instruction of syntactic structures and their awareness 
in the Canadian French Immersion Program. 
 
Keywords: Syntactic awareness, reading comprehension, French immersion programs, dual-
language programs, psycholinguistics 

 
 
 

Introduction 
 

 Dans un contexte où le nombre d’élèves multiculturels et polyglottes ne cesse 
d’augmenter, il est important de comprendre les mécanismes à travers lesquelles les langues sont 
acquises. Ceci est particulièrement vrai dans les écoles où il faut choisir les langues auxquelles 
les élèves sont exposés. En particulier, le programme d’immersion française, développé au 
Canada pendant les années 70 (Lambert & Tucker, 1972), reçoit beaucoup d’attention en raison 
de ces débats envers la langue. Il existe encore beaucoup de mythes qui prétendent que 
l’acquisition d’une langue seconde peut nuire à l’acquisition de la langue maternelle (Wall, 
2010). Cette étude, vise à démontrer que le transfert inter-langue augmente les compétences 
linguistiques plus qu’il ne les entrave.  

Les recherches récentes ont révélé une nouvelle catégorisation dans le cadre de la 
compréhension en lecture. Souvent appelé la connaissance métalinguistique, elle se définit 
comme la capacité à comprendre et à critiquer les structures du langage pour ensuite pouvoir les 
manipuler (Yeon, Bae & Joshi, 2017; Koda & Zehler, 2008; Nagy, 2007). Parmi ces 
connaissances métalinguistiques, qui incluent la conscience phonologique et la conscience 
morphologique, la conscience syntaxique a reçu le moins d’attention dans le monde des 
recherches académiques (Deacon & Kieffer, 2018). Dans cette étude, nous définissons la 
conscience syntaxique comme la capacité à comprendre et à manipuler les structures 
grammaticales. Jusqu’à présent, les enquêtes sur l’acquisition de langue ont été axées sur les 
événements marquants quant au développement. À ce point, la force de cette étude vient de son 
analyse du transfert de l’anglais au français en raison de l'âge des élèves. En outre, notre étude 
utilise les intermédiaires (c’est-à-dire les mesures qui expliquent la relation entre la conscience 
syntaxique et la compréhension de lecture) afin d’analyser cette relation. Nous avons choisi le 
vocabulaire et la lecture de mots comme intermédiaires.  
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Procédure de recherche 
 

Tableau 1. Les mesures de l’évaluation (n = 68) 
Langue Évaluation Concept 
1. Anglais Expérimental (CSA) Conscience syntaxique 
2. 
Français 

Expérimental (CSF) Conscience syntaxique 

3. 
Français 

Échelle de vocabulaire en images Peabody (EVIP) Vocabulaire receptif 

4. 
Français 

Wechsler Individual Achievement Tests (WIAT) Lecture de mots 

5. 
Français 

Gates-MacGinitie Reading Tests (CLF) Compréhension de lecture 

 
Le développement linguistique des élèves a été mesuré en utilisant quatre évaluations de langue 
(chacune en anglais et en français). Le Tableau 1 indique la langue utilisée pour faire les 
analyses des résultats, ainsi que les différentes évaluations complétées et le concept analysé : la 
conscience syntaxique (CSA et CSF), le vocabulaire réceptif (EVIP), la lecture de mots (WIAT) 
et la compréhension de lecture (CLF). Les élèves ont fait chaque évaluation une fois. Les 
évaluations ont pris 4 heures en tout. La lecture de mots (WIAT) exigeait que les élèves utilisent 
la production orale, mais pour les quatre autres évaluations (EVIP, CLF, CSA et CSF) il 
s’agissait de questions à choix multiples.  
 

Participants 
 

 Cette étude examine les compétences bilingues de 68 élèves anglophones de deuxième 
année (âgés de 7 à 8 ans). Les élèves viennent du programme d’immersion française dans une 
métropole de l’Ontario. L’étude inclut dix écoles pour incorporer les familles du niveau socio-
économique varié.  

Résultats 
 

 Les tableaux ci-dessous nous montrent les statistiques descriptives, les corrélations, et les 
analyses de régression utilisant SPSS 25. Nous avons choisi une approche quantitative car elle 
nous permet de prédire concrètement les facteurs influençant la compréhension de lecture. 
Chaque tableau inclut les mesures nommées auparavant. Les deux mesures de la conscience 
syntaxique et la compréhension de lecture représentent la relation signifiante.  
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Tableau 2. Les moyennes et les déviations standards (n = 68) 
 
Measure Min-Max M SD Cronbach’s α Skewness S.E. Kurtosis S.E. 
1 CSA 1-18 9.25 4.26 .754 -.097 .291 -1.046 .574 
2 CSF 0-1.08 .4040 .298 .772 .070 .291 -.730 .574 
3 EVIP 11-95 46.90 19.4 .954 .529 .291 -.211 .574 
4 WIAT 0-71 32.12 19.7 .978 .216 .291 -1.104 .574 
5 CLF 1-36 20.56 7.39 .959 .030 .291 -.121 .574 

CSA = La conscience syntaxique en anglais ; EVIP = Le vocabulaire en français ; WIAT = La lecture de mots en 
français ; CLF = La compréhension de lecture en français; CSF = La conscience syntaxique en français. 
***p < 0.001; **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05. 
 
 
Tableau 3. Les corrélations parmi les mesures (n = 68) 
 
Mesures 1 2 3 4 
1 CSA -    
2 CSF .418** -   
3 EVIP .410** .334** -  
4 WIAT .473** .465** .306* - 
5 CLF .541** .405** .419** .679** 

 
CSA = La conscience syntaxique en anglais ; EVIP = Le vocabulaire en français ; WIAT = La lecture de mots en 
français; CLF = La compréhension de lecture en français; CSF = La conscience syntaxique en français. 
***p < 0.001; **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05. 
 
 
Tableau 4. Les analyses de régression prédisant la compréhension de lecture (n = 68) 
 
Mesures R2 ΔR2 ΔF β t 
EVIP .176 .176*** 12.463 .388 3.530*** 
WIAT .510 .335*** 38.327 .578 6.191*** 
CSF .513 .003 .359 .061 .599 
CSA .547 .028* 3.840 .206 1.960 

 
CSA = La conscience syntaxique en anglais ; EVIP = Le vocabulaire en français ; WIAT = La lecture de mots en 
français ; CLF = La compréhension de lecture en français ; CSF = La conscience syntaxique en français. 
***p < 0.001; **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05. 
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Figure 1. Modèle de médiation utilisant le programme AMOS 

 
CSA = La conscience syntaxique en anglais ; EVIP = Le vocabulaire en français ; WIAT = La lecture de mots en 
français ; CLF = La compréhension de lecture en français ; CSF = La conscience syntaxique en français. 
***p < 0.001; **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05. 
 

Cette étude nous montre des résultats préliminaires signifiants. Les tableaux deux et trois 
nous montrent la normalité de ces mesures ainsi que les corrélations signifiantes. La conscience 
syntaxique en anglais prédit uniquement la compréhension de lecture en français directement (r 
= .547, p < 0.05) malgré la contribution des autres mesures dans la régression, comme illustré 
dans le tableau 4. En outre, le tableau 4 indique que la conscience syntaxique soutient le 
vocabulaire réceptif, la lecture de mots et enfin la compréhension en lecture dans les deux 
langues. La différence entre les intermédiaires dans la figure 1 suggère que, entre les habilités 
acquises dans chaque langue, il faut faire attention à certaines compétences plus que d’autres. Par 
exemple, l’épreuve de lecture de mots est une intermédiaire signifiante. Il est clair que cette 
habilité de décodage soit essentielle à la compréhension et transférable entre langues. 
Néanmoins, le vocabulaire réceptif pose plus de problèmes, car, évidemment, il ne fait pas le 
même transfert. 

 
Conclusion 

 
 Cette étude démontre que la conscience syntaxique est essentielle quant au 
développement des habilités langagières, que ce soit en anglais ou en français. Ceci ne signifie 
pas qu’il faut enseigner la conscience syntaxique explicitement, mais plutôt en accord avec le 
curriculum actuel, il serait bénéfique d’incorporer la métalinguistique dans les salles de classe 
autant que possible.  
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Il serait aussi intéressant de voir cet échange dans divers milieux comme : les conseils 
francophones, les autres provinces et territoires, parmi les élèves complètement bilingues en 
anglais/français et parmi les élèves qui parlent plusieurs langues à la maison. Cette étude inclut 
quelques élèves polyglottes, mais l’échantillon est beaucoup trop limité afin de faire des 
extrapolations dans ces catégories mentionnées. Il est essentiel de mener une enquête sur le 
transfert du français à l’anglais, mais avec les élèves plus âgés, disons qui aient été immergés 
dans la langue française plus longtemps. Cela nous permettra de mieux comprendre le 
développement de la conscience syntaxique en anglais et en français. En ce moment, il n’est pas 
clair si l’entrainement dans la conscience syntaxique en français aidera la compréhension de la 
lecture en anglais. Il est possible que plus les élèves s’améliorent en français, plus il y a de 
chance que la direction du transfert changera.  
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Abstract 
In recent years, there has been a push towards the development of teacher education programs 
which place an emphasis on both content and language. In Ontario, the need for more qualified 
French teachers has spurred the creation of immersion-based teacher education programs, where 
fostering the advancement of the language proficiency of its candidates is concomitant to the 
goal of the development of their pedagogical knowledge and skills. These programs stand in 
contrast to the course-based model which focuses primarily on language teaching methods. This 
small-scale study provides a comparison of teacher experiences between these two types of 
programs. One recent graduate from the Concurrent French Bachelor of Education program at 
Glendon College, York University, and two teacher candidates from the Master of Teaching 
program at the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education were recruited. The findings support 
that immersion-based teacher education offers in-depth second language theory and strategically 
timed practical experiences. It also supports the development of the language proficiency, 
cultural knowledge, and identity of the FSL teacher candidates. The findings indicate that the 
course-based model is deficient, suggesting that course-based programs need to develop more 
suitable means of supporting FSL teacher candidates in all these areas.  
 
Keywords:  Content and language integrated learning, French second language, language teacher 
education, French immersion 
 
 
 
 

Introduction 
 
 Over the past two decades, much research has addressed the French second language 
teacher (FSL) shortage across Canada: some studies have provided a national perspective 
(Lapkin, MacFarlane & Vandergrift, 2006), others have analyzed regional (Kitchenham & 
Chasteauneuf, 2010) and provincial factors (Carr, 2007; OPSBA, 2017). Factors affecting this 
shortage include a growing student enrollment in discretionary1 FSL programs, a decline in the 
quantity of graduating teachers with FSL qualifications2, and Initial Teacher Education (ITE) 
programs that are not structured to sufficiently prepare teachers to be successful in all FSL 
																																																													
1 Discretionary FSL programs are non-obligatory French programs and include intensive, extended, and immersion 
French. 
2 There were 60% fewer graduates holding FSL qualifications between 2015 and 2016 (OPSBA, 2017).	
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contexts (Salvatori, 2009).  
 Canadian faculties of education offer one of two programs for prospective FSL teachers. 
Course-based models typically consist of a general second language (L2) methodology course 
“designed to prepare teachers for all FSL teaching settings” (Salvatori, 2009, p. 290). According 
to one study, less than half of the reporting faculties of education offered methodology courses 
delivered in French for other subjects (e.g. science), two-thirds offered language courses for 
improving language proficiency, and one-third had a provision for an optional immersion 
experience (Salvatori & MacFarlane, 2009). Despite having limited methodological education, 
graduates from course-based programs are often hired into discretionary FSL positions. 
 Researchers have suggested that during a time of shortage, such hiring practices can lead 
to a general decline in linguistic proficiency standards (Veilleux & Bournot- Trites, 2005).  
In contrast, immersion-based teacher education programs encourage the simultaneous 
development of the linguistic and pedagogical knowledge of pre-service teachers. These 
programs are based on the premise that “we should not expect teacher candidates to be fully 
formed linguistically, just as we do not expect them to be fully educated as teachers” (Salvatori, 
2009, p. 291). Typically, they deliver subject courses in the L2 (e.g., science), provide optional 
immersion experiences, foster a second-language environment at the institution, as well as ensure 
exposure to the various FSL contexts (Day & Shapson, 1996). These programs help to develop 
high levels of linguistic proficiency upon graduation (Cenerelli, Lemaire & Mougeon, 2016) and 
their graduates have demonstrated higher retention rates in their first five years of the profession 
(Ewart, 2009).  
 Despite research highlighting the advantages of immersion ITE (Erben, 2005; Ewart, 
2009), course-based models are more prevalent in Canada. This investigation aims to compare 
the two Ontario models in relation to the FSL Teacher Competency Profile (Salvatori & 
MacFarlane, 2009) to determine the impact on FSL pre-service teacher education.  
 

Literature Review 
 
 Canadian ITE policy relinquishes much flexibility to faculties of education who construct 
their own programs and typically administer proprietary language proficiency tests (Arnott et al., 
2017). FSL teacher qualifications differ on a provincial basis: in Ontario, FSL teachers must hold 
an FSL special qualification, which they obtain during ITE or as an additional qualification after 
graduation. In British Columbia, no special qualification is required (Carr, 2007), whereas 
Manitoba mandates that French immersion teachers have preparation and/or in-service training 
in the immersion approach (Manitoba Education and Training, 1996). This flexibility leads to 
much variability between programs (Salvatori and MacFarlane, 2009) and produces FSL teachers 
with disparate language and pedagogical competencies at both the interprovincial and 
intraprovincial levels (Arnott et al., 2017).   
 To address this, Salvatori and MacFarlane (2009) developed an FSL teacher competency 
profile which categorizes knowledge and abilities into four broad competencies: General 
Teaching Methodology, Second Language Pedagogy, Language Proficiency and Cultural 
Knowledge (hereinafter called the competency profile). It serves as a “voluntary frame of 
reference that policy makers and language teacher educators will be able to adapt to their 
existing programs and needs” (p. 5).  
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The Competency Profile 
 

 Given that the knowledge base of language teachers is different than that of regular 
teachers (Cloud, 2005), the competency profile delineates three knowledge bases that are unique 
to FSL teachers: Second Language Pedagogy, Language Proficiency, and Cultural Knowledge 
are particularly relevant to FSL ITE programming. They will be explored in the following 
section. 
 
Second language pedagogy 
 
 Canadian discretionary FSL programs are typically structured around content-based 
instruction (CBI) where the target language is used as the vehicle for delivering content 
(Cammarata & Tedick, 2012). The effective delivery of such a model requires teachers to be 
language experts as well as content experts in the target language (Snow, 2005). However, many 
FSL ITE programs only offer methodology courses and few offer subject-specific courses (e.g., 
science, math) delivered in French (Salvatori & MacFarlane, 2009). Kumaravadivelu (2006) 
argues that ITE programs that only feature methodology instruction do not prepare pre-service 
candidates to meet the challenges in everyday language teaching, who then must resort to 
“improvised eclecticism” (p. 170).  
 Integrating second language pedagogical knowledge and skills in ITE is part of the new 
paradigm in language education (Byrnes, 2005): 
 What graduate students need to acquire then is not so much a way of applying particular 
skills in a given instructional setting as it is a broad understanding of interlanguage development, 
an awareness that can translate into attentive choices in their own instructional contexts […] the 
proposed reorientation into content-oriented programs and instructional approaches is not an 
abstract or remote issue for graduate programs only. It is, instead, at the heart of the paradigm 
shift in FL education both in the K-12 environment and at the college level. (p. 146)  
 As the competency profile suggests, FSL teachers should “sequence language learning 
experiences to ensure that meaningful communication in the target language occurs” (Salvatori 
& MacFarlane, 2009, p.25) and ensure these experiences are appropriate to the level and 
program of instruction (i.e., Core French [CF], Extended French [EF], French Immersion [FI]) in 
which they will be teaching.  
 
Language proficiency 
 
 Researchers have emphasized the importance of FSL teachers having high levels of 
language proficiency (Bayliss & Vignola, 2007; Salvatori & MacFarlane, 2009). However, 
ambiguous descriptors reflect the ongoing problem faced by faculties of education and school 
boards regarding the standardization of minimum proficiency requirements both upon entrance 
and graduation. In Ontario, this problem has resulted in one in four applicants failing to meet 
school board language proficiency expectations (OPSBA, 2017).  
 Nevertheless, Salvatori (2009) calls for FSL ITE admission processes to place less 
emphasis on incoming proficiency levels of potential candidates, for a significant amount of 
language development can and should occur during the program.  
 For example, an exploratory research project at Glendon College York University 
(GCYU, forthcoming) used a questionnaire to have teacher candidates self-evaluate their 
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linguistic competencies during the FSL Concurrent Bachelor of Education program. The study 
revealed that, while one third of Year One students felt “neutral” about their ability to 
confidently use French in the classroom most/all of the time, all of Year Two and Year Three 
students (except one) felt confident with their L2 abilities. One Year One student stated: 
 

I think the program is fantastic in ensuring that our French improves. My writing and oral 
communication skills seem to be improving on a daily basis. All the writing assignments 
required in Education are tremendously improving my written French. (p. 17) 

 
Language courses and subject-specific courses delivered in the target language create 
opportunities for the candidates to improve their proficiency throughout the program.  
 
Cultural knowledge 
 
 Most ITE programs offer supports in the goal of improving pre-service candidates’ 
language proficiency and cultural knowledge. Salvatori and MacFarlane (2009) report that two-
thirds of the institutions in their study offered additional language courses; however, 
opportunities to enhance cultural knowledge is often limited to coursework. As language and 
culture are intertwined (Fishman, 1991), other services like optional immersion experiences, 
drop-in language centres, community outreach programs and extended practicum in Francophone 
environments can simultaneously develop both of these competencies (Ewart, 2009; Cenerelli, 
Lemaire & Mougeon, 2016). As such, the competency profile stresses that FSL teachers 
“understand the target culture and language and how to link them with one another” (Salvatori & 
MacFarlane, 2009, p. 25).  
 According to Hornberger (2004), in addition to language expertise, bilingual educators 
need to acquire language affiliation, which refers to development of the educator’s identity in the 
L2.  In her study, Wernicke (2016) demonstrated that Canadian FSL teachers link the 
authenticity of their identity to both native-like levels of language proficiency and the standard of 
European French. She suggests that ITE should help teachers challenge the hierarchy of French 
dialects and notions of ultimate attainment. 
 Fishman (1991) stresses the importance of socialization and community development to 
reinforce linguistic and cultural proficiency. As such, Cenerelli, Lemaire and Mougeon (2016) 
argue that in communities with a smaller francophone presence, it falls on the institution to 
recreate opportunities for the authentic use of French language and culture. Through these 
opportunities, teacher candidates are able to “experience one’s ability to negotiate and function 
in another language” (Wernicke, 2016, p. 16) which contributes to their identity formation as an 
FSL teacher.  
 In sum, the competency profile provides three competencies unique to FSL teachers: 
Second Language Pedagogy, Language Proficiency, and Cultural Knowledge. By exploring how 
course-based and immersion-based ITE target these competencies, the advantages and 
disadvantages of each model will become apparent.  
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Methodology 
 

 This qualitative research project applies a socio-constructivist perspective to its design 
and data collection. The purpose of this investigation is to explore the perspectives of teachers 
and teacher candidates in relation to their FSL pre-service education in order to compare and 
contrast the impact of course-based and immersion-based programs on FSL teacher candidate 
preparedness when entering the profession.  
  
Background of the Study  
 
 The study investigated the ITE programs offered to FSL teacher candidates at two sites, 
both located in Toronto, Ontario: the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education at the University 
of Toronto (OISE/UT) and Glendon College at York University (GCYU).  
OISE/UT has one of the largest teacher education programs in Canada and is considered a top-
tier program (Howe, 2013). The FSL-stream of the Masters of Teaching (MT) follows the 
course-based model. Before acceptance into the two-year program, applicants must successfully 
complete a linguistic proficiency test. Applicants can select between three different streams: 
Primary/Junior (P/J), Junior/Intermediate (J/I), and Intermediate/Senior (I/S). Graduate-level 
elective courses delivered in French are also available in second year. There is no provision for 
an optional immersion experience. In terms of practicum, at least 50% of the placements are 
guaranteed in an FSL setting, though the choice of program of instruction (i.e., CF, EF, FI) is 
not. Finally, students must also complete a research project.  
 GCYU was established in 1966 with the goal of supporting official bilingualism in 
Canada and all of the course offerings are in French and English. To date, the university is 
committed to establishing itself as the epicenter of bilingual university education in the region 
(Shoukri, 2016). GCYU developed the Concurrent Bachelor of Education (CBEd) in FSL in 
2007 in response to the need for more qualified FI teachers in Ontario. The CBEd combines a 
Bachelor of Arts (BA) with a Bachelor or Education (BEd) over a five- or six- year duration. 
Since 2014, applicants must complete a language proficiency test to track the linguistic 
development of the student throughout the program. Similar to the MT program at OISE/UT, 
applicants select the P/J, J/I, or I/S stream. All courses are offered in French and an optional 
immersion experience is available. Pre-service candidates complete two eight-month extended 
practica in FI classrooms, as well as one community service placement in a French environment. 
As both of these institutions are located in the same city, they were selected to compare how the 
two types of ITE programs respond to the educational needs of FSL teacher candidates in regions 
with a small Francophone presence. 
 
Participants 
 
 Participants were recruited through a sample of convenience: requests for participation 
were sent to teacher educators in the OISE/UT and GCYU programs who then distributed them 
among their students. Recruitment criteria for the study included: teacher-candidates or recent 
graduates from either a Course-based or Immersion-based ITE programs; MT participants in the 
second year of their program with at least one FSL practicum completed; no more than two years 
of foreign language teaching experiences; English as a first language and French as a second 
language (L2) (though knowledge of additional languages was permissible).  Three participants, 
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who were all candidates at the J/I level, volunteered to take part in this study.   
 To ensure participant anonymity, pseudonyms are used throughout this paper. Sarah and 
Emma were teacher candidates in the OISE/UT MT course-based teacher education program at 
the time of the study. Sarah studied in FI and continued her French studies as a minor at the 
undergraduate level. Emma also studied in FI and continued in an immersion-based FSL teacher 
preparation undergraduate program. Bianca was a recent graduate from GCYU and had been 
working as a core FSL teacher in an Ontario school board for four months. She was a student in 
core French from K-12.  
 

Data Collection 
 

 I established an interview protocol by adapting questions from Johnston, Pawan and 
Mahan-Taylor (2005) and reviewed them with an experienced teacher educator. Data was 
collected over a period of two months during one hour-long interviews with each participant. 
Additionally, OISE/UT and GCYU program websites and documentation were consulted. 

 
Data Analysis 

 
 The analysis adopts a post-method perspective, meaning that “teacher education is treated 
not as the experience and interpretation of a predetermined, prescribed pedagogic practice, but 
rather as an ongoing, dialogically constructed entity involving critically reflective participants 
(Kumaravadivelu, 2006 p. 182). In line with this socio-constructivist framework, data was 
understood as a representation of the engagement of “interviewers and interviewees in a 
collaborative meaning-making experience that centers on the interviewee” (Wolgemoth et al., 
2015, p. 354). The interviews were transcribed and coded using analytic memos (Saldaña, 2009).  
 Through the thematic analysis of the codes, many categories were established using a 
macro-strategic framework, which attempts to be method-neutral by synthesizing the various 
theories of language teaching and learning in order to offer “broad [guidelines], based on which 
teachers can generate their own situation-specific, need-based micro-strategies or classroom 
procedures” (Kumaravadivelu, 2006, p. 201).  
 These categories were then organized according to the three knowledge bases unique to 
language teachers outlined in the competency profile: Second Language Pedagogy, Language 
Proficiency and Cultural Knowledge.  
 Program documents and websites were also analyzed to corroborate, or complete 
information provided by the participants. The information extracted from the documents was 
organized into the categories established through the interviews. 
 

Findings 
 

 This section outlines the findings from the study into the three categories of the 
competency profile addressed previously: Second Language Pedagogy, Language Proficiency, 
and Cultural Knowledge.  
  
Second Language Pedagogy 
 
Ontario teachers holding FSL qualifications can work in any FSL program (i.e., CF, EF, FI). 
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Accordingly, ITE programs should provide both theoretical knowledge and practical experiences 
for their potential graduates to develop their second language pedagogy (Salvatori & 
MacFarlane, 2009).  
 

Masters of Teaching – J/I FSL Program – OISE/UT 
 Prerequisites: 

• 5 full year courses in French 
• Written and oral language proficiency test 

Courses School Practicum 

Y
ea

r 
1 

Literacy   
 
November: 4 weeks 
 
 
February: 4 weeks 

Ethics & Law 
Mathematics Educational Research 
Child and Adolescent Development 
Fundamentals 
Science and Environmental Education 
Mathematics Concepts for Elementary 

In
te

rs
es

si
on

, S
um

m
er

, 
Y

ea
r 

2 

Anti-Discriminatory Education  
 
 
November: 4 weeks 
 
 
February: 4 weeks 

Technology 
Special Education and Mental Health 
Arts in Education 
Issues in Numeracy and Literacy 
Educational Research 2 
Supporting ELLs 
Social Studies and Aboriginal Education 
Intermediate FSL Methodology 
2 Electives 

 
Figure 1: The course and practicum program for the junior-intermediate stream of the Master of 
Teaching at the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education at the University of Toronto.  
 
 As Figure 1 demonstrates, in order to select an FSL ‘teachable’, the MT program requires 
potential J/I teacher candidates take at least five full year courses in French. As there are no 
prescribed specifications regarding the course content, candidates immediately enter the course-
based program with varying pedagogical competencies. In her French Studies minor, Sarah took 
“a couple of grammar courses, French poetry, French literature, and…a French phonetics course 
as well”. In contrast, Emma completed an immersion-based FSL teacher preparation 
undergraduate program: 
 

Most of my degree was preparing me to teach French as a second language. So, I took 
some French linguistics classes, […] French culture classes, […] pedagogy classes […]. I 
found that really interesting and really helpful because it was kind of the focus of four 
years and I felt so far that that experience has helped me prepare a lot more for my future 
as a French teacher than my normal teacher training has. 
 

 In the MT program, J/I candidates receive one FSL methodology course delivered in 
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French during the second year, providing a total of 36 mandatory instructional hours in French 
(Figure 1). In addition, candidates can select two graduate courses delivered in French from the 
Centre de recherches en éducation franco-ontarienne (CRÉFO) during second year as their 
electives. Both Sarah and Emma, who are attending course-based teacher education programs, 
noted that the only FSL preparation they received in the MT program was through this single 
methodology course offered during their second year. Emma commented that she did not feel 
prepared to work in discretionary contexts “because of the pre-service French course at the 
moment, feels like it’s geared towards core French…I know the program is only two years, but, 
only having one course about teaching French when that is your teachable subject…there’s so 
much to learn and so much to do”. Nevertheless, she recognizes that some of the knowledge 
gained may be transferable: 
 

So what I think what the professor is trying to do is, kind of, teach skills…that can 
basically be adapted for any of the French programs. So they can be used in core, you can 
use them in extended, or you can adapt it, and use it in French immersion as well. But, in 
and of itself, it is not fully preparing me to teach FI. 
 

 As the competency profile suggests, FSL teachers should be able to “select, adapt, create 
and use appropriate resources to help meet the instructional and linguistic needs of their 
students” (Salvatori & MacFarlane, 2009, p. 25) and it is significant that Emma recognizes the 
transferability of skills. However, while she was exposed to certain skills, or “instructional 
strategies reflecting currently accepted methodology” (p. 25), the underlying theory driving both 
the methodology and the different programs was not exposed. The lack of in-depth theoretical 
knowledge about different L2 approaches is the root of teachers’ resorting to “improvised 
eclecticism” (p. 170) and why Kumaravadivelu (2006) supports that a sole methodology course 
is not sufficient for language teacher ITE.  
 Similarly, both Sarah and Emma reported that the course did not cover the structure of 
the different FSL programs. Emma explains that “I wasn’t really sure what to expect in a core 
French classroom because I never experienced junior core French classrooms…nor did we talk 
about it in pre-service at all”.  This suggests that the FSL methodology course fails to meet the 
competency profile recommendation that FSL teachers need “knowledge and skills directly 
related to FSL teaching (i.e., core French, (CF) including intensive (core) French (IF); extended 
French; and French immersion (FI)” (Salvatori & MacFarlane, 2009, p. 25).  
 Moreover, because J/I teacher candidates take the methodology course during their 
second year, it is common for candidates to complete FSL placements during their first year 
before exposure to any theory or methodology. Sarah suggests that having “a teachable in your 
first year, would have been interesting, especially since, in our first year, for French pre-service 
teachers, we’re getting exposure to all the other teachables, except for our own”. ITE programs 
should schedule courses and practicum to align theoretical knowledge and practical experiences. 
 As Tedick (2009) summarizes, separating these results in “two misconceptions: that the 
foundation of language teacher education is transmitting knowledge about the language and 
pedagogical content and that this knowledge will naturally be applied in practice” (p. 265). Due 
to the misalignment, Sarah recognized gaps in her second language pedagogical knowledge 
during her FSL placement: 
 

It was…a wake-up call. Because that was the first time I started correcting work…with the 
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context of core French, it was difficult to correct things, because a lot of the things that 
they wanted to say was beyond their proficiency level. It was something that you didn’t 
want to introduce to them. Say, grade fours started first year core French, you don’t really 
want them actually talking in the past…you wanted to just do simple sentences in the 
present tense. But when all of a sudden they wanted to say something in the past tense, you 
had to correct them, but say something different. So that was a bit of a wake-up call in like, 
that’s a skill that’s not like taught. That’s a skill…correcting. Right? That’s not a course I 
took in undergrad, how to correct French.  

 
 Through her practicum placement, Sarah began to understand the importance of FSL 
teachers having a “broad understanding of interlanguage development” (Byrnes, 2005, p. 146); 
in other words, she recognized the need to adjust her expectations and pedagogical interventions 
according to the level of her learners. Developing an understanding of the different phases of L2 
acquisition, or interlanguage, is a crucial component of FSL ITE which helps teachers assess 
student language levels and structure their programming accordingly.   
 Finally, the participants in the course-based program also noted the absence of second 
language content courses. Sarah commented that she was consistently thinking about 
discretionary FSL contexts in her English subjects:  
 

So how to teach science in French. Maybe there’s no difference, but I think a lot of what 
I’ve learned in my other courses has been, hey these are some great resources for science 
and English, but I’m always wondering about, okay, how does this look in French? How 
am I going to get access to these materials in French, or how am I going to have time to 
transform these materials in English into French. 
 

 Finding and developing resources in French was a concern for Sarah during her pre-
service education and this concern continues into the profession with 65% of new FSL teachers 
reporting access to suitable resources as a primary challenge (OPSBA, 2017). If the paradigm in 
language education has indeed shifted to content-oriented instruction (Byrnes, 2005), then 
subject courses, such as science, should be delivered in the L2. Emma summarized, “that’s part 
of the issue…we don’t have a course to help us teach science in French immersion. And in 
French immersion, you are going to be teaching content courses in French.” Not only do content 
courses in the L2 provide more opportunities for FSL teacher candidates to practice in the target 
language, it provides a model for the CBI they are intended to deliver in discretionary programs 
(Snow, 2005).  
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Concurrent B.Ed – J/I FSL Program – Glendon College 
 Prerequisites (non-francophone): Bachelor of Arts in French Studies 

• 3 full year courses in language + 1 full year course in literature or 
linguistics  

• 1 full year course in FSL at the 2000 or higher level + written language 
proficiency test  

• 2 full year courses in francophone culture or one-year study in 
Francophone context  

Courses School Practicum Community 
Practicum 

Y
ea

r 
1 

Foundations of Education  
 
 
 
 
1 day/week 

 
 
 
 
 
1 day/week 

Theory into Practice 
Language & Literacy 
Mathematics 
Child Development 
Inquiries into Learning 
Inclusive Education 
Science & Technology 
Teaching and Learning in French 
Immersion contexts 
Elective 

Y
ea

r 
2 

Teaching for Diverse and Equitable 
Classrooms in Ontario 

 
2 days/week 
 
 
December: 2 weeks 
 
February: 6 days 
 
March/April: 5 
weeks 

 

Content into Practice 
Research into Practice 
Social Studies and Culture 
Physical Education 
Integration through Arts 
Teaching and Learning in Core 
French contexts 

 
Figure 2: The course and practicum program for the junior-intermediate stream of the FSL 
Concurrent Bachelor of Education at the Glendon Campus of York University. 
  
 As illustrated by Figure 2, the Concurrent Bachelor of Education (CBEd) in FSL at 
GCYU combines two degrees: a BA in French Studies that candidates complete during their 
undergraduate years, followed by a BEd. York University policy explains that “the best 
preparation for teaching French at the Primary-Junior certification level is a BA degree in French 
Studies. Junior-Intermediate and Intermediate-Senior certification levels must declare French 
Studies as their major and “first teachable” (York University, 2018). Expectations for completing 
the BA include three full-year courses in French language studies and one full-year course in 
literature or linguistics.   
 By prescribing a set of courses for entrance into the FSL ITE, GCYU has control over the 
knowledge and skills that their teacher candidates have and is able to align certain concepts 
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between the BA and the BEd. Bianca reveals that, 
 
 …with that program I do remember discussing sociolinguistics and pronunciation and 
 different aspects of language and how to integrate that explicitly and implicitly into our 
 teaching…I learned it through my BA, like the facts of, like for example, the phonetic 
 alphabet, so I learned that through my BA, and then my BEd. 
 
 Bianca then explains how the sociolinguistics course has benefitted her FSL practice: 
As a teacher, that’s something we’re always focusing on, when to use tu and when to use vous. 
Moreso implicitly than explicitly, that’s something that we focus on, and since so many of my 
students, French is their third or fourth language, we relate it…many of our students know that in 
their other language. 
The sociolinguistic knowledge that Bianca obtained during the BA reflects several details of the 
competency profile. By understanding how language works, she is able to validate her students’ 
linguistic and cultural baggage to make parallels between their home languages and French.  
 Extended practicum has been deemed a strength in immersion-based ITE (Ewart, 2009) 
and features in the CBEd program. In contrast to block practicum, students complete an extended 
placement simultaneously with their courses throughout the year. At GCYU, students attend 
placement one day a week in the first year and two days a week in the first semester of the 
second year. Then, students complete their second-year placements with a two-week block 
practicum in December, six more days in February, and a five-week block practicum after their 
courses have finished in March.  
 Students in the CBEd must take two methodology courses: Teaching and Learning in 
Core French Contexts and Teaching and Learning in French Immersion Contexts. During her 
second-year placement, because Bianca was taking an FSL methodology course it allowed her to 
experiment with action-oriented, transdisciplinary pedagogy: 
 

So during that placement, I was taking, I think it was an FSL course like how to teach 
French, specifically language, and also how to teach that. So what I did was integrated 
language and math together…We were focusing on fractions and we did recipes with 
fractions and…they decided, based on the price of ingredients, how much…it cost to 
make cookies, they decided on the cost per cookie. So we could make money out of it. 
  

Bianca was also able to make connections between the theory and practice. In order to limit the 
consequences that arise when these are misaligned (Tedick, 2009), extended practicum provides 
opportunities to synchronously apply the theoretical knowledge in the classroom.  
 Finally, all of the courses in the CBEd at GCYU are delivered in French. Because the 
program is modified from the mainstream BEd offered at York University, many of the articles 
and course materials are in English. Nevertheless, emphasis is placed on FSL contexts in relation 
to subject matter. Bianca stated, 
 

Second year…that’s when we started to teach math in an FSL setting. Teaching literacy in 
an FSL setting. Teaching science, that was our third year, teaching health and phys ed 
learning through all the different curriculum that we would be exposed to as teachers, and 
what I loved is that we always connected that to FSL.  
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By placing the emphasis on FSL contexts in all subjects, the CBEd delivers content-oriented 
instruction to their teacher candidates. This, along with specific CF and FI methodology courses, 
provides to them the knowledge and skills that are directly related to any FSL program.  
 

Language Proficiency 
 

 Developing linguistic proficiency throughout the ITE program can be accomplished 
through a variety of complementary means, such as optional immersion experiences, drop-in 
language centres, second language courses, proficiency tests, and extended 
practicum/community service placements in Francophone environments. 
 Prior to entrance to the course-based MT program, potential candidates must complete a 
proficiency test for their written and oral communication skills. This entails a mark of at least 
75% in each section (i.e., listening, speaking and writing).  Essentially, the program is searching 
for candidates that can “demonstrate that [they] have mastered the French language at a level 
high enough to teach students at any level of proficiency.” (Ontario Institute for Studies in 
Education, 2018). This reflects the competency profile, which states that FSL teachers should be 
able to “confidently use the target language in the classroom most/all of the time” (Salvatori & 
MacFarlane, 2009, p. 25). However, with testing used as a barrier-to-entry, this seems contrary to 
the recommendations made in the competency profile to view FSL teacher candidates as ongoing 
life-long learners who continue to make language gains during their ITE program.  
 Sarah commented that she did not find the test to be fair, “because there’s a lot of 
professional development that can still be done within these two years…so if someone really 
wanted it they could…easily do their best to get up to proficiency by the end of two years…”. 
She suggested that she would have liked a grammar test, “to give me those specific [details of] 
‘what do I need to work on’. Because, in my head, when I’m writing, I’m writing correctly…But 
if someone told me, oh, you need to look for XYZ, then I’m like okay, now I can really work on 
that”. Sarah’s commentary echoes Salvatori (2009), who suggests that faculties of education 
should provide the means for FSL candidates to improve their language proficiency during the 
program. 
 However, Sarah and Emma both felt that their proficiency did not improve during their 
pre-service education. They attributed this primarily to the fact that they only had one course in 
French over the two years: this methodology course required all assignments be submitted in 
French, but the language ability of the candidates was not evaluated. Sarah elaborates,  
We’ve written one…[pause]…kinda paper, not even a paper, I wouldn’t call it that. We’ve 
written three pages in French, umm, and we got a little bit of feedback on that. And that’s all the 
writing I’ve had to do in French. And I’ve had to speak French in our French class, but, that’s it”.  
Both Sarah and Emma explained that there were no other language support services available. 
 Practicum in the MT program, of which only 50% of the placements are guaranteed in an 
FSL setting, offer an opportunity for candidates to improve their language proficiency. This was 
the case for Emma:  
 

French practicum was my second practicum of last year…where the first few days I was a 
little nervous after, because at that point it had been a few months of being in this… 
completely English speaking environment. But, I…became accustomed to it again. So I’m 
really glad we can have some French practica, because that was helpful, and I wish we 
could have more.  
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Sarah similarly explained that, “I understand if one of our [placements] had to be English, but 
half of those, doesn’t feel like the best use of my time”.  The competency profile suggests that 
candidates have “practical experiences that provide opportunities to utilize the target language” 
(Salvatori & MacFarlane, 2009, p. 25) and increasing the quantity of FSL placements will lead to 
candidates spending more time using the L2.  
 For entrance into the CBEd, applicants must complete a written proficiency test. Then, 
during the BA degree, candidates must complete one full-year FSL language course at the 2000 
level or higher. At this level, students must be able to successfully engage in group discussions 
related to education and a write a compte-rendu, which is comprehensive summary, critical 
analysis, and evaluation of a French journal article (Cenerelli, Lemaire & Mougeon, 2016). For 
all courses in the BA, evaluations examine candidates’ language skills. Completion of the FSL 
language courses, along with the BA, assumes the candidate has reached the required language 
proficiency to be successful in the BEd, and thus no further proficiency tests are administered 
prior to the start of the ITE. The courses in the BEd do not evaluate the language skills of the 
candidates.  
 Bianca switched into the CBEd in her second year at GCYU after the successful 
completion of a written proficiency test. During the BA component of the program, she recalled 
taking the required language courses and how this prepared her for the BEd. She stated, 
 

When I did my Bachelor of Education, most people were on the same level as me…we had 
to reach a certain level of proficiency…in the sense of…all of our communication was in 
French with professors, colleagues; we should talk to one another in French; all of the 
papers were in French; so in other words, we had to be able to read articles, so scholarly 
articles written in French and be able to summarize them, link them to our professional 
experiences in the target language.  
 

Bianca also cited other language support services available to her to support the development of 
her language proficiency, including the Explore3 immersion experience in Quebec and drop-in 
language centres:  
 

We also had lots of help throughout the program. For our BEd program, we had that 
special support I had mentioned with a room we can meet in to talk about education in 
French, and they would have prompts for us, so we could go there and have a discussion. 
Also, another room, where, for anyone at Glendon to just pop in just for practice speaking 
to Francophones, and that’s called Salon Francophone. When you go to Salon Francophone 
you can just walk in and…just start speaking in French, and there’s Francophones who are 
ready to talk to you and to help you with homework as well. So all these different 
programs and supports really helped. 
 

Bianca frequented these drop-in centres throughout her degree. Finally, when asked whether 
practicum contributed to her language proficiency, she said, 
 

Absolutely…That was the first time I had ever seen what a FI placement was, and it was 
																																																													
3 Explore is an immersion experience sponsored by the Canadian government that participants complete in 
Francophone cities across the country.  
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great in the sense that I was able to speak 100% French with my students and with my 
mentor teacher, I would say about 50%, we would kind of switch back and forth. 
 

In the CBEd, candidates complete two extended practica in FI contexts. These offer ample 
opportunity for candidates to “confidently use the target language in the classroom most/all of 
the time” (Salvatori & MacFarlane, 2009, p. 25). 
 

Cultural Knowledge 
 

 Developing the cultural knowledge of candidates during an ITE program can be 
accomplished through the provision of culture courses, optional immersion experiences, and 
outreach programs with local Francophone communities. 
 In the MT program, there are no specific culture classes prescribed to the candidates. For 
their electives during second-year, candidates may select graduate-level courses offered by 
CRÉFO, which, depending on the year, may relate to French culture. For example, courses 
available in 2018-2019 included Identité collective et éducation minoritaire de langue française 
and Éducation, francophonies et diversité. Neither Sarah nor Emma had selected such elective 
courses.  
 Sarah participated in the Explore and CLIC4 program during her undergraduate program. 
She enjoyed this experience because “there were moments there that were just, amazing to 
connect with these children, these students, who had such a strong French culture in Canada, not 
just in Quebec”. When asked if she brought these experiences into her practicum, she responded, 
I would like to do the program again to really reinforce that, because I don’t think I have enough 
exposure to…I did the program and I stayed for the Work for Explore part as well, but I still feel 
like I don’t have enough, enough of the history, enough of that to really be able to teach it, but 
it’s definitely something I really want to explore myself.  
 Despite participating in the Explore immersion program, Sarah did not take any culture 
courses to complement the experiences she gained there. She believes she needs more cultural 
knowledge before she can relate these experiences to the classroom.  
 In her immersion-based undergraduate program, Emma took some French culture 
courses.  These were beneficial to her practice during the MT. She mentioned: 
I have been able to take a lot of that, the examples that I’ve learned in courses about French 
countries all around the world... in my second practicum, I was doing a lesson on the 
intercultural awareness part of the curriculum, and so I was showing…the student a whole bunch 
of songs by French Ontarian people and they…had no idea that people actually lived and spoke 
French in Ontario. 
 The competency profile suggests that FSL teachers should be able to “welcome diverse 
learners and value the benefits of intercultural awareness and understanding within the language 
program” (Salvatori & MacFarlane, 2009, p. 25). While it is significant that Emma was able to 
make these connections, this knowledge was gained outside of the MT. 
  Contrary to the course-based OISE/UT program, GCYU has specific policy regarding the 
cultural competency of its teacher candidates. Documentation states that  
Considerable emphasis in the Bachelor of Education (French) program on Glendon campus is 
placed on ensuring excellent French language proficiency and a deep understanding of 
																																																													
4 Destination CLIC is a parallel program to Explore where French first language students spend time in French 
immersive environments. People employed by Work for Explore act as counsellors to these students.  
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francophone cultures. To satisfy the francophone cultural component of the program, prior to 
entering the BEd program, Glendon students will have participated in either a one-year study 
program in a francophone context or they will have completed 12 credits in courses related to 
francophone culture (York University, 2018).  
 Bianca took these courses during her BA. During the ITE part of the program, the courses 
built on this knowledge; for instance, during one of her courses, she “focused on teaching 
French, with reference to linguistic conventions and intercultural understanding”, in line with the 
recommendations made in the competency profile (Salvatori & MacFarlane, 2009).  
 In addition to this, the policy also states that the community practicum contributes to the 
cultural experiences of the candidates.  During the first year of the BEd, students attend a 
community placement one day a week along with their school placement. Bianca explained how 
the role of the community was integrated into her education:  
 

the first year of the concurrent program was focused on community and what the 
community’s role is in education. So our first placement wasn’t like being in the 
classroom, as a student-teacher, it was a placement in the sense that I did an after-school 
tutoring program. People worked at or volunteered really at different community centres or 
homeless shelters, in the sense that we could see how impactful community is in people’s 
lives.  
 

Bianca’s community placement was English tutoring; whether this placement was in a 
Francophone context is unclear. Nevertheless, this particular focus helped Bianca understand the 
importance of developing community, as recommended by the Language Proficiency 
competency of the profile. 
 While candidates begin to understand the connection between community and education 
through these placements, they also experience the language community that GCYU fosters on 
campus. Being a bilingual campus, GCYU provides a unique opportunity for FSL candidates to 
interact with other Francophone students which, in turn, allows them to develop cultural 
knowledge and their FSL identity. Bianca commented that the interactions allowed her to use her 
second language more freely: “we just had to [be comfortable] …our courses were in French and 
there were quite a few Francophone in the program as well, which was awesome because for the 
Anglophones like me, it was great to work on assignments together in French in their native 
language and learn”. Social interactions outside the classroom also occurred in French, where 
translanguaging strategies were used:  
 

We would translanguage a lot. So it would be like « qu’est-ce que tu as fait yesterday avec 
uh… » Umm, that’s just what Glendon’s like, you’ll see someone and you’ll be like, « Oh 
hey, salut, how are you, je viens d’aller à la cafétéria and j’ai mangé… » it’s just a mixture 
of stuff and…since we’re bilingual we all understood each other. 
 

Through these experiences, as well as other services such as the Salon Francophone, GCYU is 
recreating authentic opportunities for their candidates to practice using the target language. The 
program instills in the candidates the importance of developing community to reinforce language 
and cultural proficiency, both through external and internal experiences (Fishman, 1991).  
 Moreover, these experiences contribute to the development of the candidates’ language 
affiliation (Hornberger, 2004). Bianca’s interactions in French with both Francophones and FSL 
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students on campus reinforce her professional and social network in the L2. Beyond her 
experiences in the classroom, these opportunities to function and make meaning in the L2 
“[authenticate] language expertise and thereby [substantiate] the legitimacy of a position as FSL 
teacher” (Wernicke, 2016, p. 16). Through the development of this language community on 
campus, the immersion-based program affords Bianca an identity.  
 

Discussion 
 

 In this section, the findings will be considered for both programs as they relate to the 
competency profile to determine where the advantages and disadvantages lie for each.  
Based on the program documents and commentary of the participants, it appears that the 
structure of course-based FSL ITE is not in line with the competency profile. The methodology 
course is limited to providing “currently accepted methodology” (Salvatori & MacFarlane, 2009, 
p. 25) and does not delve into the L2 acquisition theory or provide program specific knowledge 
(i.e., CF, EF, IF) to its candidates. There are no subject-specific courses delivered in the target 
language. The restricted number of placements in FSL contexts limit practical experiences. 
Block practica lead to a misalignment between the theory and practice. A proficiency test serves 
as a barrier-to-entry. In courses and in practicum, candidates find limited opportunities to 
practice using the target language and no services are available to contribute to the development 
of their language proficiency otherwise. Finally, no opportunities to expand their cultural 
knowledge are available.  
 The immersion-based program appears to cover all three competencies under review in 
this study. Teacher candidates have program-specific (CF, FI) and subject-specific (science) 
methodology courses delivered in the L2. They also gain practical experiences through extended 
practica, which are synchronized with the coursework. Candidates develop their linguistic 
proficiency through coursework in the program and engage with additional services, such as 
drop-in centres and immersion experiences, to strengthen academic and social language learning 
in the L2. Through these courses and immersion experiences, candidates are also required to gain 
cultural knowledge. Finally, the immersion-based program fosters an L2 community on campus 
which contributes to the development of the FSL identity of its candidates.  
 At a glance, all of the disadvantages of the course-based ITE with respect to the 
competency profile appear to be the relative strengths of its immersion-based equivalent. 
However, one of the limitations of comparing the MT at OISE to the CBEd at GCYU is the 
duration of the programs. While both offer a two-year FSL ITE program, students begin the 
CBEd during their undergraduate years in the BA. The program appears to spread different 
facets of Second Language Pedagogy, Language Proficiency, and Cultural Knowledge across 5 
or 6 years and connections are made between the two different degrees. As Bianca had attested, 
the knowledge she gained in BA was “enhanced” in the BEd. Given the combined nature of the 
degree, it is important to question whether FSL ITE programs are feasibly able to address, in a 
two-year timeframe, all of the knowledge bases detailed in the competency profile.  
 By mandating the completion of the BA as the prerequisite, GCYU is able to regulate the 
knowledge and skills with which their candidates enter the BEd. For example, neither the MT 
nor the BEd mandate culture classes during the ITE; however, by setting these as the 
prerequisite, GCYU ensures their candidates have already acquired some form of cultural 
knowledge. The course-based MT program has no such jurisdiction. Nevertheless, candidates 
like Emma who have completed immersion-based undergraduate programs, arrive in course-
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based ITE with knowledge across the competency profile. Perhaps the specification and/or 
expansion of prerequisites is one way that course-based programs can address certain knowledge 
areas.  
 In regard to Language Proficiency, by mandating the completion of the language courses 
during the undergraduate, the CBEd eliminates the need for a comprehensive proficiency test 
prior to the start of the ITE. The immersion-based program is able to specifically support the 
development of their candidates’ linguistic proficiency during the program and ensure a desired 
level has been achieved before graduation. It is also important to note that, similar to the MT, the 
students’ language skills are not evaluated in the classes during the ITE component. Although 
Bianca’s commentary and the results in GCYU (forthcoming) suggest that the courses delivered 
in French and the drop-in centres continue to contribute to the improving language proficiency of 
their candidates, there is no exit exam (Cenerelli, Lemaire and Mougeon, 2016). At Campus 
Saint-Jean at the University of Alberta, the faculty of education sets the language proficiency 
requirement against an international standard by requiring their candidates to obtain a B2 on the 
DELF5 examination during their final year. Implementing such a requirement in all FSL ITE 
programs may help to standardize the language proficiency with which candidates graduate 
(Arnott et al., 2017).  
 Finally, through the support provided with Cultural Knowledge, the immersion-based 
program transcends the recommendations presented by the competency profile, allowing 
candidates to develop their identity as French-speakers.  Through courses and placements, the 
candidates learn about the intersection of community and education. This value is upheld by the 
campus itself: the bilingual nature of GCYU, the courses delivered in the L2, and the drop-in 
language centres foster the French language community at the university. Through this 
community, the candidates find opportunities to gain experiences and make meaning in their 
second language, which authenticate their language proficiency, and thus legitimize their FSL 
teacher identity. If such an identity is indeed bound to one’s perceived notion of language 
expertise (Wernicke, 2016), then language courses alone are not sufficient for the preparation of 
FSL teachers. FSL ITE should provide opportunities to their candidates for authentic experiences 
in the target language. Ultimately, these findings suggest the competency profile needs to be 
expanded to include the establishment of an FSL identity for teacher candidates in ITE.  

 
Limitations 

 
 There are two limitations for the research presented in this study. First, due to the small 
sample size, the data collected is not necessarily representative of the competencies or 
experiences of all FSL teacher candidates at OISE/UT or GCYU. Moreover, due to the 
variability of ITE, the data may not reflect the realities of other course-based or immersion-based 
programs.  
 It is also important to note that this study is intended as a preliminary exploratory 
comparison of the two types of ITE programs offered to FSL teachers in Canada.  Additional 
supplementary research, initiated on a larger scale, with more participants and across more 
faculties of education in Ontario is needed to fully grasp the potential benefits and shortcomings 
of course-based versus immersion-based ITE programs for FSL teachers.  
																																																													
5	The Diplome d’étude en langue française (DELF) is a test used to ascertain the language proficiency of a French 
additional-language learner at A1 to B2 level of the Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR). The 
CEFR is a framework used to describe the different levels of additional-language proficiency.	
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Conclusion 

 
 This investigation aimed to study the experiences of teachers throughout their pre-service 
education to compare and contrast course-based and immersion-based FSL ITE. Across all three 
of these components, Second Language Pedagogy, Language Proficiency and Cultural 
Knowledge, the course-based program presented multiple limitations. In contrast, the immersion-
based program excelled at providing the necessary knowledge and skills that FSL teachers will 
need in order to be successful in the classroom.    
 Given the current rise of enrollment in discretionary FSL programs (Canadian Parents for 
French, 2016)6, the need for FSL teachers with subject-specific knowledge, higher levels of 
language proficiency, and intercultural sensitivity is equally increasing. Immersion-based FSL 
ITE responds to this urgent need. In essence, this investigation suggests that faculties of 
education with course-based programs should reevaluate the type of FSL teacher they want to 
prepare for the market and adjust their programming accordingly. Course-based programs should 
evolve to include some or all the features of the immersion-based model which make it 
particularly effective in the preparation of FSL teachers.   
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Abstract  
The goal of the present study is to explore pre-service social workers’ perceptions of an anti-
oppression and anti-racism curriculum consisting of a series of four training programs, including 
how the curriculum influenced their work, strengths and weaknesses of the curriculum, and 
additional training needs. This study seeks to answer the following research questions: 

1. How do pre-service social workers who receive training in anti-oppression and anti-
racism during their fieldwork placement respond to these training programs?  

2. How can we construct effective anti-oppression and anti-racism curriculum to support 
social workers in the field? 

Preliminary findings suggest that pre-service social workers participating in a series of anti-
oppression and anti-racism training programs during field placement respond well to the content 
and readily utilize the presented concepts in their field work and broader life. Accordingly, they 
view curriculum as integral to furthering education and competency, both academically and in 
the field.  
 
Keywords: social work education; field practicum; anti-oppressive practice, anti-racism  
education   
 
 
 

Introduction 
 

  Across New York State, there are 42 Master of Social Work (MSW) programs, 15 of 
which are in New York City (NYC). A core requirement of MSW programs is field placement, 
alternately referred to as “field education” or “internship,” and broadly defined as a supervised 
internship in an organization that provides social work services (Lam, Wong, & Leung, 2006).  
Despite the notion that NYC is a racially and ethnically diverse hub, very few NYC-based MSW 
field education programs focus on anti-oppressive practice and anti-racist work. Anti-oppressive 
practice and anti-racist work guides practitioners’ actions in the social services and health field 
and examines the impact of oppression and racism within an ecological framework (Harlow & 
Hearn, 1996) with the goal of social change (Dei, 1999).  
  While research has demonstrated the importance of anti-oppression in staff and faculty 
training programs, as well as in social work classroom discussions (Abramovitz & Blitz, 2015; 
Stewart, Cappello, & Carter, 2014; Razack, 2002), there is a lack of research about the impact of 
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anti-oppression and anti-racism training among pre-service social workers, particularly in their 
field placements.  
  In an effort to fill this void, this study constructs and tests a pedagogical approach to 
training pre-service social workers for work with and among marginalized and racialized 
communities. The approach is based on critical social and cultural theories pertaining to race and 
racism and colonization and social justice.   
  The anti-oppression and anti-racism curriculum was developed by mental health 
professionals and researchers who supervise pre-service social workers and was piloted at a field 
education setting in NYC. The goal of the present study is to explore pre-service social workers’ 
perceptions of the curriculum, including how the series of four training programs influenced their 
work, strengths and weaknesses of the curriculum, and additional anti-oppression and anti-
racism training needs. This study seeks to answer the following research questions: 
 

1. How do pre-service social workers who receive training in anti-oppression and anti-
racism during their fieldwork placement respond to these training programs?  

2. How can we construct effective anti-oppression and anti-racism curriculum to better 
support social workers in the field? 
 

  The integration of the proposed pedagogical approach could have important 
implications for social services agencies who provide field education for students. This research 
hopes to contribute to crucial educational practice and effective training of social workers. 
 

Study Setting 
 

  To address the above questions, two focus group interviews were conducted with nine 
pre-service social workers whose field placement was at a small research institute located in 
NYC during the 2017-2018 academic year. Moving forward, the setting will be referred as “the 
Institute.” This study defines pre-service social workers as current students in a master level 
social work program.  
 

Intervention: 
Anti-Oppression and Anti-Racism Curriculum 

 
  The anti-oppression and anti-racism curriculum consist of a series of four anti-
oppression and anti-racism training programs which were developed and piloted at small 
research institute to provide pre-service social workers the opportunity to be exposed to and 
immersed in the experience of using critical lenses that are not typically available to them in 
academic settings but are paramount in social work. The four training programs, entitled 
Examining Oppression, Privilege, and Anti-Oppressive Practice; Power, Privilege, and Race; 
Addressing White Supremacy in Group Practices; and Why Words Matter: Creating an Anti-
Oppressive Vocabulary for Writing Practice, were informed by anti-oppressive practice (AOP), 
critical race theory (CRT), and Black feminist standpoint (BFS) theory.  
  A number of salient principles in AOP, CRT, and BFS seek to foster awareness of 
historical and systemic racism and oppression with the goal of evoking critical reflection about 
the unequal social conditions of historically marginalized and oppressed people (Barnoff & 
Moffatt, 2007; hooks, 2014; Pulliam, 2017; Tenorio, 2011).  
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  In alignment with AOP tenants, this curriculum was co-created and co-facilitated by 
three employees at the Institute: a Licensed Master Social Worker, a Mental Health 
curriculum/tool Counselor, and a Doctor of Sociology. Each of the four training programs in the 
series was conducted at the Institute, was two hours in duration, and included small group 
discussions and interactive activities. The interactive activities (i.e., Fishbowl, Privilege Walk, 
and Affinity Groups) were used to examine the nature of social power and the ways in which 
dominance is expressed and/or enacted in text and talk (Van Dijk, 1995) by helping to provide a 
visual representation of power and to help participants understand their socially constructed 
positioning. For example, the Fishbowl activity highlights the ways dominance is expressed in 
group settings, while the Privilege Walk and Affinity Group activities illustrate the nature of 
social power. The activities focus on relations of power, dominance, and inequality and the ways 
these are reproduced or resisted by social group members (Van Dijk, 1995).   
 

Data Collection and Analysis: 
Study Procedure 

 
  In the fall of 2017, 20 pre-service social workers participated in up to four separate 
training programs as part of the anti-oppression and anti-racism curriculum. Nine participants 
who completed all four training sessions were invited to a recruitment meeting during which they 
were verbally informed about participation in the research study. Those interested in 
participating met with a group facilitator who described the study in further detail and secured 
informed consent. Participation consisted of answering eight open-ended questions during two 
focus groups related to the anti-oppression and anti-racism curriculum. 
 
Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 
 
  Inclusion criteria included individuals > 18 years of age who were currently enrolled in 
a school of social work program in NYC. Additionally, participants had to be currently interning 
at the Institute and must have attended all four anti-oppression and anti-racism training 
programs. Of the 27 pre-service social workers, nine fit the eligibility criteria and consented to 
participate  
in the study.  

 
Data Collection 

 
  Using a qualitative approach, the nine pre-service social workers participated in two 
focus group interviews during January 2018. The focus groups explored best practices and 
effective approaches to anti-oppression training for future social workers in their field 
placements. The goals of the focus groups were to examine: 1) how pre-service social workers 
respond to anti-oppression and anti-racism curriculum as a pedagogical approach to working 
with and among marginalized and racialized communities, and 2) how to construct effective anti-
oppression and anti-racism curriculum that supports pre-service social workers in their field 
placements. The focus groups were co-facilitated by a Black male pre-doctoral fellow and a 
White female senior research scientist.  
 
Measures: Focus group guide 



 
90 

	

 
   The focus group guide was designed by the investigator and was based on open-ended 
questions related to the series of four training programs to assess whether pre-service social 
workers’ thinking/ behavior changed since attending them. Questions included: “What were your 
first impressions?,” “In what way is your life different because of your participation in this 
training?,” “What do you feel were the strengths of this training?,” “What do you feel were the 
weaknesses of this training?,” “How can we improve this training?,” “What would you add to 
this training?,” “What would take away from this training?,” “What additional training related to 
this topic do you recommend for future pre-service social worker?,” and “Is there anything we 
should have talked about, but didn’t?”  
 

Data Analysis 
 

  Focus group content was audio recorded, transcribed verbatim and uploaded into 
Dedoose (2018) for data management and coding. Using analytic induction techniques (Lincoln 
& Guba, 1985), focus group transcripts were read and coded for themes and sub-themes, through 
which common themes and concepts, as well patterns in and frequency of discursive events were 
identified. This process allowed for a deeper understanding of participants’ experiences, 
opinions, and knowledge of the anti-oppression and anti-racism curriculum. The data analysis is 
rooted in critical discourse analysis theory, which is commonly used in anti-oppression research 
in order to assess the relationship of views and narratives to broader, contextual power 
formations and social, cultural, and economic forms (Ball, 2012).  
 

Study Findings 
 

  The mean age of the nine participants was 26.4 (SD=4.19) and all were female. Six 
(n=6, 66.6%) participants identified as White and three (n=3, 33.3%) identified as Black. Over 
half of participants identified as ethnically American (n=5, 55.5%), had attended public 
undergraduate institutions (n=5, 55.5%), and had attended a public undergraduate program (n=5, 
55.5%). At the time the focus groups were conducted, eight of the nine participants (n=8, 88.8%) 
were currently enrolled in a public graduate school. For five (n=5, 55.5%) participants, this was 
their first experience with anti-oppressive coursework, defined as classes with keywords such as 
“anti-oppressive practice,” “anti-oppressive,” “race,” “diversity,” “marginalized communities,” 
“discrimination,” and/or “oppression” in the title or course description.    
 

Results 
 

Data were coded according to key themes that emerged: 
 

1. Pre-service social workers’ first impressions of the anti-oppression and anti-racism 
training programs. 

2. What participants are doing differently as a result of the anti-oppression and anti-racism 
training programs. 

3. Strengths of the anti-oppression and anti-racism training programs.  
4. Weaknesses of the anti-oppression and anti-racism training programs.  
5. How to improve the anti-oppression and anti-racism training programs.  
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6. Identified additional anti-oppression and anti-racism training needed.  
 

Over 275 codes emerged from the coding. All names have been changed to undergraduate 
college or university to ensure confidentiality.  
 
1. Pre-service social workers’ first impressions of the anti-oppression and anti-racism training 
programs  
 
  At the first focus group, which covered the “Examining Oppression, Privilege, and 
Anti-Oppressive Practice” and “Power. Privilege, and Race” training programs, participants’ first 
impressions were dominated by a perceived shift in thinking and strong feelings related to the 
intensity of the training sessions and resulted in 32 codes. Participants appreciated how the 
discussions were “not sugar-coated” and allowed the group to deconstruct and redefine 
preconceived notions about particular topics, especially White supremacy, collaboratively. 
Emphasis was placed on the value of the anti-oppression and anti-racism curriculum:  
I liked that we were given a safe space to talk about these things… kind of a rough draft... 
especially since it’s something very important in the social work field…these trainings kind of 
showed us that it was okay to talk about these things. (St. John’s University, personal 
communication, January 22, 2018).  
  Participants acknowledged the lasting impact the series of training programs had on 
them. The focus groups offered insight into the growing awareness among the pre-service social 
workers of the general value of the curriculum. However, despite a generally positive view of the 
curriculum, some negative feelings emerged from the difficulty of processing emotionally-taxing 
material. This discomfort was ultimately necessary in order to challenge existing complacency 
with and incomprehension of oppression. 
 
2. What participants are doing differently because of the anti-oppression and anti-racism 
curriculum  
 
  In conducting this research, 100 themes emerged around what participants would/will 
do differently in their practice. Themes ranged from retrospective processing, reflecting, working 
with clients, language, dealing with feelings, and both awareness of oppression and self-
awareness. Trends suggest that participants were primarily concerned with topics of White 
supremacy, including how to increase their awareness of White supremacy, how to combat it in 
practice and intrapersonally, and how to recognize forms of White supremacy in everyday life as 
it pertains to characteristics (e.g., perfectionism) and structures (e.g., capitalism). One participant 
described their newfound awareness of white supremacy:  
   

I think it [the training] made me very aware. It made me very aware of how it [White 
supremacy] has infiltrated our everyday lives in every aspect, whether it be watching 
TV or in class or in a training like this. (University of Maryland, personal 
communication, January 24, 2018). 
 

Participants wished to continue the process of self-reflection, self-questioning, empathy, and 
understanding. This inside-out approach, beginning with self-awareness and interrogation and 
translating to a conceptualization of ingrained dynamics and oppressive behavior, provided the 
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foundation for furthering work with clients and in general practice. In relation to their personal 
practices, participants expressed that they would like to face conflict and work with humility, as 
well as to identify strengths in coworkers and express appreciation. In regard to working with 
clients, participants felt the trainings better equipped them to set goals and to explore privilege, 
racism, internalized helplessness, and perpetuations of White supremacy. There was an emphasis 
on retrospective processing, which is essential in social work practice. These findings suggest 
that pre-service social workers’ engagement with and appreciation of the curriculum directly 
relate to their field placements and enhance understanding of oppression, privilege, and White 
supremacist culture. 
 
 3. Strengths of the anti-oppression and anti-racism curriculum  
 
  Fifty themes emerged around strengths of the series of training programs. Themes 
ranged from activities, atmosphere, discussion, and facilitation/group work. Participants 
identified strengths in almost all aspects of the curriculum, though none more than in the 
foundation of open, informative discussions prompted by interpersonal dialogue, provocative 
presentations, and group activities. Each of the four training programs prioritized open sharing of 
personal experiences and establishing an environment of non-judgment. The safe space allowed 
for clarification, vulnerability, and observance of positionality. One participant stated: 
 

I felt like being such a large group was really helpful. I got a lot out of just hearing other 
people's experiences. That really informed like my work now. I think each other, how 
many of us there were... [there were] just different experiences that were helpful to me 
to hear about. (College of Santa Fe, personal communication, January 24, 2018).  
 

A newfound awareness and mindfulness fostered by the activities and discussions were 
consistently reported. Such topics covered therein were intersectionality, latent biases, privilege, 
micro-aggressions, and power dynamics. The findings suggest the activities were generally 
perceived as helpful and eye-opening, serving as good ice-breakers, and opportunities for 
vulnerability, self-reflection, and addressing positionality.   
 
4. Weaknesses of the anti-oppression and anti-racism curriculum 
 
  Forty themes emerged around weaknesses. Primary themes focused on time, 
presentation, facilitation, and activities. The weaknesses of the training programs were often 
reflective of participants’ ambivalence toward the inherent emotionality and intensity. Some 
participants expressed wanting longer or additional training sessions and more time for 
debriefing/processing, while others thought the training programs were mentally exhausting and 
overly vulnerable. One participant shared:  
 

I think more time would have been nice. I know we have limited time for everything 
and all of these trainings were so great and at the end of each one they always ask what 
the weakness was and I always had a difficult time answering that question other than 
that I wanted more information and more time to talk about these things. (University of 
Maryland, personal communication, January 22, 2018).  
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This suggests the tiring nature of such intensive work but the subsequent appreciation of the 
depth of knowledge achieved and inclination toward further learning. Many participants 
requested more time to process, suggested slowing down certain discussions, and indicated they 
would appreciate more time to elaborate on both personal experiences and the additional topics 
of class, wealth, and capitalism, gender, and sexuality. Other participants gave the opposite 
feedback on the length or volume of information in the training sessions, pointing to overly 
wordy presentation materials, complex definitions, over-explanation of concepts by facilitators, 
and certain tangential conversation patterns, presumably among other participants during the 
training sessions. Per the former request for additional training time, one way to lengthen the 
training programs would be to offer half-day or full-day sessions, instead of two-hour sessions, 
which would allow for ample time to discuss and process the content. Among logistical critiques 
were requests for food, short breaks, and the slight reformatting of certain portions of the 
presentations or activities. 
 
5.  Improvements to the anti-oppression and anti-racism training programs      
  
  Forty-five themes emerged around improvements, including discussions, logistics, and 
more time. The reported weaknesses were well-translated into proposed improvements to the 
training programs. Longer training sessions, perhaps in parts, were a common suggestion, along 
with further conversations about class/wealth and gender/sexuality. One participant stated they 
wanted additional sessions in the series of training programs added to the curriculum in order to 
encourage further critical consciousness:  
 

I sort of wish these had been split up into more trainings that were harder and pushed us a 
little bit harder… I just don't remember leaving with really concrete memories of that day 
and that time and things that were different in a way that I did with some of the other 
ones. I sort of wish we could have split them into more categories, and maybe made them 
all more personal or just talked about them more or done another, like some other kind of 
activity in relation to it that would have solidified and forced us to explore the concepts a 
little more… (Dickinson College, personal communication, January 24, 2018). 

 
Participants suggested more time to debrief, process, reflect, and explore uncomfortable 
dynamics within the group. Logistically, there were suggestions of eradicating certain aspects of 
activities (small group discussions in place of written activities, less time on the community 
agreement) and suggestions of adding multimedia components to the curriculum in general. The 
requests for more time to process carried particular weight in discussions of the interactive group 
activities. Another point raised was a lack of time to process, to pursue topics of particular 
interest, and most importantly, for discussion. For many pre-service social workers, then, 
opportunities for discussion are valued instances in which they have a voice and choice in the 
learning process. These findings suggest extended or additional discussions around race and 
oppression may have long-term impact for anti-oppressive practitioners.  
 
6. Additional anti-oppression and anti-racism training needs  
   
  Ten themes emerged around additional training needs and suggestions for additional 
training topics in the future. Primary themes ranged from class consciousness, gender and 
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sexuality, power dynamics with clients, and speaking with young people about race. A major 
contributing factor to participants’ interest in the trainings were the conversations around race, 
especially as they relate to intersectionality. One participant suggested:  
 

So, like, the same way how we did this second training about power, privilege, and 
race… power, privilege, and gender… power, privilege, and women…. which is gender, 
too, but specifically like, like there’s LGBT stuff and then there’s women’s stuff and they 
do come together, but doing them separately could be important, too. (New Paltz, 
personal communication, January 24, 2018).  
 

Participants expressed interest in the following additional training topics: gender-based 
oppression/privilege, undoing racism, class consciousness, power dynamics (with clients), 
cultural humility. They also expressed interest in a repetition of the Fishbowl activity throughout 
each of the training programs in the series, as well as further work incorporating the curriculum 
topics into practice and supervision. These findings suggest diversity and continuity in anti-
oppression and anti-racism training is fundamental.  

 
Conclusion and Implications 

  
  The results of this study suggest that pre-service social workers who receive anti-
oppression and anti-racism training during field placement respond well to the content and 
readily utilize presented concepts in their field work and broader life. Accordingly, they view the 
curriculum as an integral component in furthering education and competency, both academically 
and in the field. Effective anti-oppression and anti-racist training curriculum must be standard for 
not only pre-service social workers entering field placements but as consistent elements in 
academic curriculum and field supervision in order to better address the current deficiency of 
AOP education. Moreover, the curriculum may be enhanced by including topics of gender-based 
oppression/privilege, class consciousness, power dynamics (with clients), and cultural humility. 
It is crucial to create a space for pre-service social workers to think critically about race and 
oppression.  
  Limitations of the study fall into two categories: representation and breadth. 
Limitations in representation include a small sample size, a lack of male perspective, and a lack 
of diversity in terms of race, ethnicity, religion, and graduate school. Limitations in breadth 
include the somewhat overwhelming amount of content to cover over the course of two focus 
groups, and time constraints coupled with emotional intensity may have limited disclosure of 
true and honest opinions/experiences. Future research should incorporate faculty and field 
perspectives about anti-oppression and anti-racist training curriculum for pre-service social work 
students, as well as examine the impact of the curriculum on knowledge and attitudes about anti-
oppression and anti-racist practices. 
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