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Abstract 

This paper presents a research study conducted during the spring of 2013 that examined 

the self-reporting impact of a K-12 French Immersion (FI) program in the lives of 3 of its 

adult alumni. The study was guided by a set of qualitative interview questions in order to 

identify what the subjects feel have been the multicultural experiences and relationships 

they have had as a result of their immersion education. Subjects were asked to reflect on 

how well they think their immersion education prepared them to be global citizens in a 

culturally-interconnected world, and what they see that role to mean in their own lives. 

Results of this qualitative study reveal themes such as increased opportunities to travel to 

francophone countries, friendships with native French speakers, and a general open-

mindedness and curiosity regarding other cultures.  
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A Curious Passport: The Impact of World Language Immersion Education 

on Adult Alumni 

Introduction 

At the end of fifth grade, I stood on a stage, grinning as I graduated from Maxwell 

Elementary Spanish Immersion School in Lexington, Kentucky. We had just performed a 

choral rendition of De colores for the audience, and our principal, a man originally from 

Colombia, was addressing the crowd in lightly-accented English. Sitting there, I could not 

have imagined the impact those first 5 years of formal education in an immersion program 

would have on my own life. It would not be until I studied abroad in Córdoba, Argentina 

in my third year of college as a Spanish major. Only then, having philosophical 

conversations with my Argentine friends, while waiting at a bus stop late one night, would 

I realize how much my experience in a Spanish immersion school had impacted my life, 

the decisions I had made, and the paths I had chosen.  

My interest in immersion education certainly was piqued in my teenage years, when 

I began to wrestle with my somewhat disoriented cultural identity. Both of my parents are 

White, monolingual, middle-class, American Southerners, yet I could read and understand 

Spanish young adult novels and had grown up for many years in an Arab culture since our 

move to the Arabian Peninsula. I knew that my years in a Spanish immersion program had 

had a great role in first planting in me an intense curiosity about other cultures, peoples, 

and languages, which only grew over time. Not only did I want to learn about other 

cultures, but I also wanted to learn from people who claimed that culture as their own, just 

as my 3
rd

 grade math teacher from Chile had taught me about the pueblo and family in 

which she grew up.  
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As I entered college and decided to study Spanish and Secondary Education, I 

noticed that when I mentioned my experience in an elementary immersion program I 

would often receive blank stares or confused expressions. I quickly came to learn that 

these programs are very rare in the United States. According to the Center for Applied 

Linguistics there were 448 immersion schools in 38 states, with only 41 of those being 

programs that extended into high school (Center for Applied Linguistics, 2011, para. 9). I 

immediately became all the more interested in immersion education, and was curious to 

know more about the effects it had in the lives of other alumni. 

When I initially began to explore the dearth of literature that exists on the topic of 

world language immersion education, I noticed that there was an emphasis on the 

cognitive and linguistic benefits of such programs. Many quantitative scientific studies 

have been conducted to determine the benefits of second language acquisition at a young 

age, and study on its role in brain development and in academic performance is extensive 

(Genesee, 2007, p. 7). However, it seemed that a large portion of what was often stated as 

a goal and benefit of immersion—multicultural understanding—was neglected when it 

came to research. In fact, in Howard and Sugarman’s (2007) research they pose the 

question, “How can the development of cross-cultural competence in TWI students be 

measured?” (p. 11) as the second item on the list of the top ten items on the research 

agenda for two-way immersion (TWI). This pressing topic clearly applies to all types of 

immersion programs, and there is a great need to attempt to identify the cross-cultural 

effects in the lives of students. 

In many of the program descriptions that I read, administrators and advocates of 

immersion mention in some form the multicultural benefits of said programs, which 
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involve the “development of a greater degree of cross-cultural tolerance” (Caccavale, 

2011, p. 3) in an “increasingly complex, multilingual global society”  (Holliston, 2011, 

para. 5). In the “PERSPECTIVES: Philosophy and Mission Statement” section of the 

Foreign Languages Curriculum Review website for Holliston Public Schools (2011), the 

district in which the immersion program that subjects of this study attended, one of the 

objectives states that students will develop “cross-cultural competence and sensitivity, 

enabling them to view the world through multiple lenses and to develop an insider’s 

perspective on other cultures” (para. 6). Furthermore, as I had the privilege of attending 

the ACTFL 2012 Annual Convention and World Languages Expo in Philadelphia, PA and 

was able to attend various presentations on immersion education, I noticed that 

intercultural competence was listed by the presenting experts as one of the goals of 

immersion, but was not accompanied by research studies (Met, 2012, p. 7).  

The link between language and culture is inseparable, and the road to becoming 

bilingual connects to biculturalism—or what would be best communicated as 

multiculturalism—in complex ways in the context of an immersion classroom. Expert 

researcher in immersion, Fortune (2003) reports that, “becoming bilingual opens the door 

to communication with more people in more places, and many parents want to provide 

their children with skills to interact competently in an increasingly interdependent world 

community” (p. 1). Some world language programs argue that, “deep cultural 

understanding is only attainable through the acquisition of advanced proficiency in a 

second language” (Holliston, 2011, para. 7). Bilingual skills attained through immersion 

education are constantly being connected to the competence to be what one might call a 

global citizen. In an article featuring E.E. Waddell Language Academy, the immersion 
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recipient of the 2012 ACTFL Melba D. Woodruff Award for Exemplary Elementary 

Foreign Language Education, Ynez Olshousen, the principal of this school, is quoted as 

saying: 

In six languages of instruction, we are ensuring that every one of our students is 

globally competitive…We are confident that our students will be equipped for 

their global future with strong academic skills, advanced proficiency in a second 

language, and the ability to thrive in a diverse and multicultural society. (Cutshall, 

2013, p. 17) 

Language is the key tool that is necessary to have interaction and relationships with others 

who speak it. Are alumni of world language immersion using their bilingual skills in the 

context of an interdependent world community? What are their experiences and how do 

they see as their roles in a diverse and multicultural society (p. 17)? 

Description of the Study 

Research Question 

The research question guiding this qualitative study was: What is the impact of a 

K-12 world language immersion education on the global perspectives and multicultural 

experiences of its adult alumni? The object of this qualitative study was to record and 

analyze the personal reflections of 3 adult alumni of a FI (French Immersion) program, in 

order to determine the impact their immersion education had on their lives, according to 

their own understanding. 

Rationale 

The primary researcher of this study determined that the answer to the research 

question stated above would be best met through a qualitative study, rather than the 

collection of quantitative data. Babbie (2007) explains in his book regarding research 
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methods in the social sciences, “Field research is especially effective for studying subtle 

nuances in attitudes and behaviors and for examining social processes...The chief strength 

of this method lies in the depth of understanding it permits” (p. 307). This study involves 

the investigation of what Babbie calls “subtle nuances in attitudes and behaviors” (p. 307), 

because it attempts to determine an impact of immersion education on the perspectives 

and experiences of its alumni. Thus, the individuals themselves are the best source to 

share their personal experiences and reflect on them. Through the use of open-ended 

questions, the researcher was able to achieve great depth of understanding and insight as 

she analyzed the participants’ responses and attempted to highlight social processes at 

work, or trends in their personal reflections.  

Much of the research that is conducted on the topic of immersion education is 

often quantitative. This is one way to capture the results of immersion programs, which 

are often described on program websites for parents who are considering placing their 

children in immersion. People like to hear hard facts and are swayed by numbers. 

However, researcher Pierce (2010) writes, 

In an article for the Canadian Modern Language Review, Tardif Claudette and 

Sandra Weber express a need for qualitative research in the field of language 

education in order to gather information about human behavior that is inaccessible 

to the more quantitative methods. (p. 8) 

Information on the profound and deeply subjective topics such as the multicultural impact 

of one’s world language education would certainly fall into this category.  

 

Another author explains that: 
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Qualitative research takes an interpretive, naturalistic approach to its subject 

matter; qualitative researchers study things in their natural settings, attempting to 

make sense of, or interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings that people bring 

to them. Qualitative research begins by accepting that there is a range of different 

ways of making sense of the world and is concerned with discovering the 

meanings seen by those who are being researched and with understanding their 

view of the world rather than that of the researchers. (Jones, 1995, p. 2)  

With this in mind, the approach that I chose to take is an organic and natural one, in which 

the people being interviewed were asked to make meaning of their experiences. As Jones 

emphasizes, this method places great value in the perspective of the one who is being 

studied. While it may be difficult to eliminate influencing factors or to isolate variables 

that affect a person’s experiences throughout his or her life, such is the nature of the 

human experience. Any further attempts to do so would be impossible and presumptuous 

and would indicate a lack of understanding of the complexity of the countless factors that 

influence the formation a life. 

Review of the Literature 

Description and History of World Language Immersion 

The Center for Applied Linguistics describes world language immersion education 

as, “elementary, middle, and high schools that teach all or part of their curriculum through 

a second language” (CAL, 2011, para. 1). The difference between immersion education 

and traditional world language learning is that the goal of immersion is for the regular 

school curriculum to be taught through the medium of the target language, whatever that 

language may be (Caccavale, 2011, p. 1). Because of this, students enter an immersion 
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program in kindergarten or first grade, and the first years in the classroom in which they 

experience hearing the target language spoken to them by their teachers are vital to their 

foundational understanding of the language. Fortune (2003) explains, “Students develop 

proficiency in the second language by hearing and using it to learn all of their school 

subjects rather than by studying the language itself” (p. 1). This method of instruction 

simulates the natural language-acquisition process that infants experience as they are 

immersed in their native language for a period of time before beginning to speak, without 

first learning the formal grammatical rules or structures of the language. 

Types of immersion programs. Such programs are referred to as total or partial 

immersion programs, and are primarily designed for students whose first language is 

English (CAL, 2011, para. 1). Another type of immersion program is two-way immersion 

(TWI), originally created for both native English and native Spanish speakers. The Center 

for Applied Linguistics (2011) describes total immersion as a program “in which all or 

almost all subjects taught in the lower grades (K-2) are taught in the foreign language; 

instruction in English usually increases in the upper grades (3-6) to 20%-50%, depending 

on the program” (para. 3). Partial immersion is described by the same source as a program 

“in which up to 50% of subjects are taught in the foreign language; in some programs, the 

material taught in the foreign language is reinforced in English” (para. 4).  

Why might some schools develop world language programs that are founded on 

this model? The goal of immersion education is for students to “become proficient in the 

second language and develop increased cultural awareness” (Fortune, 2003, p. 1) while 

also attaining high academic achievement throughout their schooling. In many programs 

in the United States, the language of instruction (or the target language) is typically a, 
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world language spoken by large numbers of people, such as Spanish, French, or 

Cantonese. In some cases, it is a heritage language being revitalized, as in the 

Hawaiian and Yup’ik (an Alaska native language) immersion programs that serve 

indigenous communities. (Fortune, 2003, p. 1) 

Goal of immersion. Fortune (2003) also states that the goal of immersion is “to 

provide educational experiences, beginning in kindergarten and ideally sustained through 

Grade 12, that support academic and linguistic development in two languages and that 

develop students’ appreciation of their own and other cultures” (p. 1). Immersion 

programs in the United States are rare, and even within the number of programs that exist, 

the ones that only last through elementary school far outnumber those that continue 

through Grade 12. According to the Center for Applied Linguistics, out of 448 immersion 

schools in the United States in 2011, only 41 extended into high school (CAL, 2011, para. 

9). Thus, the ideal situation of the educational experience being “sustained through Grade 

12” (Fortune, 2003, p. 1) is an extremely rare case. Also, it is interesting to note that in 

this concise definition provided by Fortune, she makes a distinct connection between 

linguistic development in two languages and the development of an appreciation for the 

respective cultures. This topic will be discussed more in-depth in this paper. 

Immersion education is a young novelty in the United States, and quickly growing. 

Again, Fortune (2003) mentions that these programs were originally modeled “after the 

pioneering French Immersion programs developed in Canada in the 1960s” (p. 1). 

Francophone Canada led the way as it embraced bilingualism in times when the United 

States was seeking an increasingly monolingual nation. However, that American 

perspective shifted in the mid-1900s. Cazabon, Lamber, and Hall (1993) write: 
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In the 1950’s, the United States Government enacted the National Defense 

Education Act (NDEA) in response to the Soviet scoop of space exploration with 

Sputnik, the first manned satellite. The NDEA stressed the urgent need for 

American young people not only to catch up with the Soviets in science and 

technology, but also to develop bilingual/bicultural skills. The belief was that 

sophistication in languages and cultures would make the nation more effective in 

international research and commerce and, perhaps most important of all, would 

help change other peoples’ perceptions of Americans; in many quarters of the 

world, Americans were seen as ‘ugly’ (Lederer & Burdick, 1958) because of their 

ignorance and disdain of foreign cultures and languages. In that era, then, bilingual 

education was intended for mainstream Anglophone Americans. (p. 2) 

Shortly thereafter, the first immersion programs were established, and the development of 

bilingual/bicultural skills became an increasingly greater priority to Americans who found 

themselves in an increasingly culturally interconnected global society. 

Making Sense of Cross-Cultural Tolerance 

 As one considers the goals of immersion education that have to do with cross-

cultural tolerance and a certain global citizenship, the question of what these terms really 

mean is bound to arise. In order to measure the outcomes of these goals and objectives 

and to determine whether or not they have been successfully met and to what degree, one 

must attempt to define these somewhat abstract concepts.  

 Cross-cultural tolerance (Caccavale, 2011, p. 3) implies a certain open-

mindedness when it comes to people of other cultural backgrounds. An individual who 

possesses this trait would be comfortable with people who are culturally different, and he 
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or she may have a curiosity or interest to learn more about different ways of life. This 

person would be drawn to cultural diversity and tend to celebrate differences, desiring to 

see more and more from the perspectives of others, and in doing so, to expand his or her 

own global perspectives.  

Intercultural competence, which is mentioned by immersion expert Met (2012) as a 

benefit of world language immersion education is a concept that touches not only on 

appreciation for other cultures, but also emphasizes the skills to interact with and amongst 

people of various cultural backgrounds (p. 7). This implies that there are learned skills, or 

tools, necessary to obtain in order for one to be competent at crossing cultures and to 

thrive in a global society.  

The tools one must have to do this well combined with a sense of identity and 

belonging as a valuable piece of a global society leads to the idea of global citizenship. 

Wise (2008) discusses this concept of global citizenship, and says: 

One theme to consider… is to think of the skill sets necessary to make one’s way in 

this world. We need to pay attention to the experience of various peoples, from the 

global elite of business and tourist class who crisscross the globe, to third culture 

kids and global nomads, to diasporic and immigrant populations. (p. 149) 

He goes on to clarify that these examples of global mobility or immigration do not 

guarantee an understanding of being a part of a global and multicultural world. In other 

words, “diasporic in and of itself doesn’t necessarily give one appropriate agency or 

insight into global processes (Ong, 1999), though it potentially provides important 

perspective and a set of cultural tools and skills (code switching, syncretism, hybridity)” 
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(p. 149). Apart from the tools necessary to thrive in this global community, one must also 

understand what it means to be a citizen of said community.  

In Brecher, Childs, and Cutler’s (1993) work, citizenship is generally defined as 

expressing “membership and the quality of participation in a political community. Its 

conditions can be specified by law, but its reality is a matter of politics and the rigors of 

experience” (p. 39). In order for one to experience membership in a global community, 

one must be equipped with the tools to communicate with other members of that 

community—mainly, language and cultural understanding. To various degrees, a student 

of immersion is being transformed into a more and more competent and sensitive global 

citizen, through a more rigorous experience of language and cultural learning than is 

typically in public education in America.  

This is an abstract concept, and it is nearly impossible to determine an exact 

definition of what it means to be a citizen of a global community who is fully equipped 

for model citizenship. However, one may presume that if a global community consists of 

individuals from a variety of linguistic and cultural backgrounds, the skill to be able to 

speak another language will open doors for communications and bridge gaps between 

citizens in the global community. Thus, bilingualism and biliteracy may be counted as 

crucial skills that will lead to an increase in global citizenship in the individual that has 

them—greater, that is, than if they were not bilingual or biliterate in any way. Caldwell 

(2007) writes: 

As globalization continues to dismantle economic boundaries and, in turn, change 

the demographic composition of the United States, the federal government has 

resolved to encourage the development of a more cross-culturally educated 
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person…In effect U.S. citizenship in the 2lst century demands global awareness, 

respect for diversity, and…proficiency in a second language. (p. 464) 

For the federal government, for educators, and for everyone it is difficult to deny the need 

and importance today for Americans to grow in cross-cultural understanding and obtain 

the skills to be more active and effective global citizens. 

Bilingualism and Biliteracy 

Bilingualism and biliteracy are cornerstone goals in immersion education (Met, 

2013, p. 10). Bilingualism has to do with one’s fluency in speaking and understanding the 

spoken language. This is developed quickly in the early years of immersion, yet can be 

difficult to measure. Pierce (2010) writes, “Even for individuals who have studied the 

language for many years, vernacular speech is often difficult without having spent many 

years in a Francophone environment” (p. 62). Bilingualism can be manifest on a spectrum 

of abilities, and most individuals who are products of immersion all the way through high 

school would be considered functionally bilingual.  

Biliteracy, a slightly more elusive accomplishment, relates to the comprehension 

of texts written in the language, and an ability to communicate oneself through writing. 

Immersion experts often say that becoming bilingual is the easy part, but that reaching 

biliteracy requires a diligent adherence to a curriculum involving many diverse texts in the 

target language. This becomes more difficult to develop in students in the upper grades 

because the programs almost always shift to partial immersion programs, which leads to 

less instruction time during the day in the target language, as well as the fact that 

constantly challenging and increasing the students’ reading level is hard. 
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According to Baker (2011), language is inextricably linked to culture. He writes, 

“Language use cannot be divorced from the context in which it is used, nor from the 

effects of the interactions of different combinations of people in a conversation” (p. 4). 

Thus, there is much to be learned about the culture of a language not only through the 

structures and details of the vocabulary and formal rules of communication, but more 

importantly through the interaction with a native speaker.  

Baker also gives an explanation that runs contrary to the traditional understanding 

of individuals who are bilingual. 

Bilinguals become more or less bicultural or multicultural. It is possible for 

someone to have a high proficiency in two languages but be relatively 

monocultural. … Bicultural competence tends to relate to knowledge of language 

cultures; feelings and attitudes towards those two cultures; behaving in culturally 

appropriate ways; awareness and empathy; and having the confidence to express 

biculturalism. (p. 4)  

Part of this research study’s focus was to determine how bicultural alumni become or 

associate with their identity. Because Pierce (2010) concluded in her study, “An 

individual’s level of bilingualism thus seems to depend largely on the depth of their 

vocabulary and their personal experiences” (p. 62), this study may also likely reveal 

varying levels of ability and fluency in subjects. It is typically assumed that those who are 

bilingual speak both languages equally fluently, and the same amount. However, Grosjean 

(2008) explains: 

According to the holistic view, then, the bilingual is a fully competent speaker- 

hearer; he or she has developed competencies...to the extent required by his or her 

needs and those of the environment. The bilingual uses the two languages— 
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separately or together—for different purposes, in different domains of life, with 

different people. Because the needs and uses of the two languages are usually 

quite different, the bilingual is rarely equally or completely fluent in the two 

languages. (p. 14)  

This study will operate under the assumption that most, if not all, graduates of world 

language immersion programs, no matter how long ago they graduated, continue to retain 

some degree of bilingual and biliterate skills that distinguish them from many completely 

monolingual Americans. 

Multicultural Benefits 

Although it can be difficult to find research-based evidence that reinforces the 

multicultural benefits of world language immersion (which is one of the reasons that I 

chose to conduct this study on this particular topic), several studies have been conducted 

that address multicultural perspectives in immersion alumni, and have highlighted the 

importance of this aspect of immersion. In fact, Pierce (2010) takes it one step further by 

writing, “We see now in the profession that cross-cultural understanding is much more 

important than the instrumental use of two different languages for daily affairs” (p. 44). 

She goes on to explain that the goals of French Immersion have changed over time, and 

that the emphasis of late on cross-cultural understanding reflects a high value of 

multiculturalism in America (p. 44). 

Programs like the one highlighted in this study aim to promote multicultural 

awareness by “maximizing the children’s exposure to Francophone cultures in the 

classroom” (Pierce, 2010, p. 45). In personal interviews with former students and 

teachers, terms such as open-mindedness and cross-cultural sensitivity arise frequently, 
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which causes Pierce to suggest that students are “influenced on a deep, personal level, and 

that curiosity about other cultures becomes a part of their identities” (p. 45). In other 

words, multiculturalism becomes a way of life and a comfortable way of learning.  

Genesee and Gándara (1999) consider several theories that link bilingual 

education to intergroup prejudice and discrimination, one being contact theory, which 

holds that, “contact between members of different groups leads to increased liking and 

respect for members of the out-group, including presumably reductions in stereotyping, 

prejudice, and discrimination” (p. 667). These authors go on to say that the opportunities 

for this type of contact to occur with desirable effects are infinite and diverse and that 

“dual-language programs present a particularly interesting case for examining the contact 

hypothesis because they provide sustained opportunities for direct intergroup contact” (p. 

667). Simply having the bilingual skills to communicate with those who speak another 

language opens up doors to increased contact with such people, and can lead to genuine 

friendships.  

Another theory that Genesee and Gándara (1999) address is multicultural 

education, which is “a reform movement” and a philosophy of education “that includes 

multiple cultural perspectives. It clearly endorses and seeks to promote intergroup 

understanding, reduced prejudice, and effective cross-cultural relations” (p. 670). 

Multicultural education is a tremendous driving force behind the cross-cultural goals of 

immersion programs, and essentially seeks to eradicate ethnocentrism.  

Several researchers have found this to be effective. Pierce (2010) states that, 

Many immersion graduates display more positive attitudes toward learning about 

other languages and ways of life… [and] travel to other countries and represent the 
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United States diplomatically, and… display compassion and acceptance when 

interacting with people of different heritages within the United States. (p. 49) 

In a Canadian study (“Survey of 1998”, 2002), in response to a question of “have 

you talked to francophones from Canada in the last four months?” 42.4% of graduates 

from a FI program answered Yes. In response to the question, “Have you talked to 

francophones from outside Canada in the last four months?,” 37.1% of graduates 

answered “Yes” (p. 21). This appears to indicate that more than a third of graduates may 

be able to use their French conversationally to connect with others from a linguistically 

and culturally different background. 

There can be numerous other results of an immersion education with a 

multicultural focus in the life of an alumnus. Graber (2008) shares data on the graduates 

of a French Immersion program in Minnesota, students who were graduating from college 

at the time. She states that many of the students are multilingual, having studied, in 

addition to French, Arabic, Hebrew, Japanese, Korean, Latin, and Spanish. Some other 

immersion students pursued majors and career goals in Spanish, Japanese, 

French/psychology, French/child psychology, economics, teaching careers in languages, 

ESL (English as a Second Language) education in francophone countries, and Japanese 

translation. Furthermore, many students at the time had already studied and lived outside 

the U.S. (para. 4). Several parents of these graduates said immersion was a good choice 

for their family because it “enabled my child to embrace a larger world view of life” 

(para. 7). The former students themselves highlighted the multicultural impact that their 

immersion experience had had on their lives saying it helped them to, “Make ... friends 

from various cultures, have a sense of familiarity and ease with French, study other 
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languages, approach language study in a different way, cultivate a passion for languages, 

travel/live in French speaking countries,” and “view the world, other cultures, and other 

languages in a greater depth” (para. 10). Upon self-reflection students were able to 

compile a dearth of evidence to show how the multicultural goals of immersion had been 

met in their lives. These results can inform the present study as well. 

Method 

Hypotheses 

A qualitative research design was used in this study. Based on examination of 

published research and my personal observations of the immersion education experience 

in general, I made the following hypotheses for the present study. 

1. Individuals will have, for the most part, sought out further study of the 

language, since they already have a firm foundation of linguistic knowledge 

and ability. This could manifest itself in the course of study they choose in 

post-secondary education, whether a major or a minor, or simply taking French 

classes in some capacity.  

2. Having had an immersion education will lead alumni to a sense of open-

mindedness when it comes to being willing to learn about and accept other 

cultures, perspectives, and ways of doing things. 

3. Alumni from this program have had global travel experiences and 

relationships, particularly in francophone countries and with people from 

French-speaking backgrounds. (I expected that these opportunities will have 

been initiated in programs in their school, which may lead to further 

relationships and independent travel.) 
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4. There may be a bit of a crisis of linguistic identity as an alumnus/alumna seeks 

to find his/her place in the academic world as a student who has more 

knowledge and experience than a typical world language student, but who is 

also coming from a unique and rare education experience involving the French 

language. 

5. While some alumni will use French daily in their professional or personal 

lives, many will use French occasionally in professional or personal travels or 

on the rare occasion that they have a chance to have a conversation in French 

with a native speaker.  

6. Some alumni may diverge from the general trend, and will not have continued 

in studying or using the target language of their immersion program at all. (I 

expect that as adults these individuals may feel regret for not having continued 

their study/use of the language when they were young.) 

7. Some alumni will not consider themselves to be bilingual or biliterate, because 

they may feel that their skills in French speaking and reading have deteriorated 

due to lack of sufficient use over time, and are thus unqualified to be labeled as 

such. 

 

Participants 

 Three participants were invited by the researcher to participate in the present 

study. Jack (pseudonym), 1992 graduate, Helen (pseudonym), 2001 graduate, and Jennifer 

(pseudonym), 1992 graduate. All graduated from a public school FI program in Holliston, 

MA. FI Program Coordinator, Therese Caccavale (2011) explained to the researcher that 
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this program had begun in the fall of 1979, with a kindergarten class of 27. (Two of the 

students in this entering class were subjects in this present study, while the other subject 

graduated later.) This immersion group represented 10% of the entire kindergarten class at 

this school. Since then, the program has grown and now the classes K-12 have double 

sections of French Immersion, with a total system-wide FI population of approximately 

575 students in 2011. Total Immersion (see “Description and History of World Language 

Immersion” above) is implemented in Kindergarten through Grade 2. “Partial Immersion 

(50% daily classroom instruction) is offered in Grades 3-5. Daily French Immersion 

instruction (one 42-minute class per day in the target language, integrated with some 

content areas) is offered in Grades 6-8” (p. 1). In high school, students follow a specific 

program of study, including a  

…virtual residence in Paris in Grade 9, a tour of French regions and the study of 

literary works written by authors who lived in those regions in Grade 10, the study 

of French history and literature including a unit on Existentialism in Grade 11, and 

the Advanced Placement French Language Course in their senior year. (p. 1) 

Procedure 

 Following Approval from The University of Tennessee’s Office of Research and 

Engagement Institutional Review Board (Appendix A), qualitative data were collected 

from the participants using an interview format (Appendix B). Digitally-taped data were 

later qualitatively analyzed.  

Interview Protocol (Appendix B) 



 21 

Interview questions were designed to use language found in research of world 

language immersion programs in order to attempt to measure what the programs 

themselves aim to accomplish. See Appendix B for interview protocol. 

Data Collection 

Invitation to participate in the study. The research participants were 3 

consenting adults who attended a K-12 French Immersion public school-based program in 

Holliston, MA. The researcher contacted each participant via email in advance to seek his 

or her written permission to be interviewed at a later date. The interviews were conducted 

via phone, all on April 11
th

, 2013 in the personal residence of the investigator. The phone 

interviews were recorded on a Sony digital voice recorder, and then transcribed by the 

investigator.  

Interviews. Appendix B is the Interview Protocol, created by the researcher, 

which was used in the present study. 

Data analysis. In order to analyze the data from the taped interviews (Appendix 

C), the investigator conducted a cross-analysis of reoccurring themes in all three 

interviews, using coding (Guetzkow, 1950, p. 47). This was accomplished by considering 

each question one at a time, inspecting all the 3 answers, and highlighting similar or 

reoccurring words and ideas. Positive tones were highlighted in green and negative-toned 

comments were highlighted in red when applicable. The researcher then paraphrased in a 

few words each of the themes that had been highlighted and recorded them in red ink 

below the answer to the question. The themes were then all compiled in a master list and 

combined when necessary. The researcher noted how many participants had stated similar 

themes.  
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Results and Discussion 

Interviews 

 Interview data asked of the study’s participants from the 6 questions on the 

Interview Protocol (Appendix B) were closely examined by the researcher.  A summary 

of responses for each question in the transcripts (Appendix C) appears in Appendix D. 

Themes 

 Five reoccurring themes were identified as commonalities in the interview data 

analyzed for this study. 

Travel opportunities. All of the participants mentioned travel to other countries 

various times. Jack described his travel experiences to France during his time in the FI 

program as an exchange student with a French family that he grew close to over 6-7 years 

as an way that the FI program impacted his cross-cultural relationships and experiences. 

Helen also did a student exchange trip to Paris in high school. All of the participants had 

traveled to Canada and had used their French skills as best they could in francophone 

regions.  

All of the participants expressed a great desire to travel and to intentionally travel 

to places they are able to use their French, and where it would be less intimidating to go 

for that reason. Helen in particular highlighted a hunger to travel and making travel a 

priority as one of the ways the program has impacted her life. The opportunities she had to 

travel in high school and the focus on other cultures in the FI curriculum whet her appetite 

to continue learning about other places and peoples. She eventually lived abroad in France 

for a year in college, and has traveled the world extensively. Although some of these trips 

were not directly organized by the FI program, the participants clarified that participation 
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in the program and having abilities to speak another language motivated them to travel 

and brought up opportunities to do so in the FI program community, where such 

experiences were encouraged. 

Friends within the FI program. All of the participants responded to  

Question 2, “To what extent do you think your experience as an immersion student has 

influenced your cross-cultural experiences and relationships in your life, during your 

school years and after (including friendships, travel experiences, exposure to other 

cultures?” This particular question examined the FI impact on their relationships, by 

focusing a great deal on friendships within the French Immersion program, amongst their 

fellow immersion classmates. Two of them related the relationships amongst classmates 

to some type of familial relationship. “So you are more than just classmates because you 

are with the same kids every year so they become more like your family” (Helen). They 

all also emphasized the persistence of those friendship bonds and their value of those 

friends to this day. Helen is getting married soon, and her maid of honor will be her best 

friend who also grew up in her FI class. This was a surprising find, as I thought the 

question would lead to sharing about cross-cultural relationships or relationships with 

French-speakers outside of the program. However, it is clear that relationships in the FI 

program, although not so much multicultural, are crucial in these individuals’ minds as 

they consider the impact that the program had on their relationships in general. 

Interestingly enough, 2 participants, especially Jennifer, said that this tight-knit 

group characteristic of the program was also one of the negative aspects of it, because if 

one did not get along with others, there was no escape for the next several years. Jennifer 

also spoke about her daughter’s current experience, saying,  
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It has been interesting seeing my daughter experience it now and its effect on her 

 friendships and relationships. It hasn’t always been easy, and she has had buddies 

 in her class, but they have two classes that get mixed each year and so friends get 

 separated. (Jennifer). 

Jack and Jennifer never had to deal with this issue, since they were part of the first 

class in the immersion program, which only consisted of one group of students. 

Cross-cultural relationships. Travel opportunities due to or inspired by the FI 

program in the lives of 2 of the participants in particular led to deep cross-cultural 

friendships. Jack traveled to France to stay with a family, and they came to the U.S. to 

stay with his family many summers in a row when he was young. He says,  

And we did that for about 6 or 7 summers, so I got to know that family, you know 

 I lived with them all those years over the summer, and I got to know them 

 extremely well, as well as their friends. And all that was directly because I was in 

 the French Immersion program, the program itself didn’t facilitate it, but it was 

 because I knew the language and we were able to take a student in, and it just 

 worked out from there.” (Jack)  

Helen also stayed with a host family in France when she lived abroad, for part of 

her time there. She also met a French Canadian man while traveling through Canada and 

they are soon to be married. He and his family are fluent French-speakers, so she said it 

has been good to be able to speak to them in French and that it has brought them all closer 

together. This is a strong example of how her FI education may have had some part in 

impacting her life and resulting in a cross-cultural marriage.  



 25 

Open-mindedness. In answer to Questions 3,  “As an American with bilingual 

and biliterate skills, how do you view your role in an increasingly culturally 

interconnected world?” and 4, “One of the objectives of immersion education is often 

stated as a way to prepare its students to be global citizens. Based on your personal 

experience, how did your K-12 French Immersion education accomplish or not 

accomplish this,?”  the bulk of the answers consisted of suggesting that open-mindedness 

and being open to other cultures was both a crucial part of the subjects’ role as bilingual 

and biliterate Americans and also a fruit in themselves that shows their program was able 

to help equip them to be just that. Two participants specifically mentioned that they felt 

they were more aware and accepting of cultural differences, were exposed to bigger world 

perspectives and are open to talking about other cultures. One of these individuals referred 

to being less ethnocentric as a part of his role as a bilingual and biliterate American. Helen 

used the term, “I’m not always full American” to describe how she feels that she 

compares to others who might not have had the multicultural influence of FI in their lives, 

saying, “I hear people say, “this is the way I was raised and I would never do anything 

else” and I think I’m very open to the ways other cultures do things.” Jack included in his 

understanding of his role a hope that he was a good ambassador for FI and said, 

“Hopefully, I am able to convince other people that learning about other cultures is 

worthwhile.” He currently works with individuals from countries all over the world on a 

daily basis and believes his immersion experience has helped him to understand people 

and respect them as individuals. 

Self-perceptions. In answer to Question 4, Jack implies that global citizenship 

involves being open to learning about other cultures, while Helen focuses her answer on 
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travel experiences and cross-cultural relationships and highlights these. Jennifer, the one 

participant who did not see herself as being bilingual or biliterate
1
, even though she uses a 

bit of French daily in her teaching job, and says she can understand French fairly well and 

respond very slowly, said she felt a connection to all things that have to do with French, 

and has always wanted to learn more about it. This reveals a personal return to the one 

language/culture she was exposed to a great deal in her FI program. 

Limitations of the Study 

In every study and especially in one of a qualitative nature, one must consider 

factors that cannot be controlled.  

One might expect to see patterns of a great deal of multicultural experiences that 

may be fit for a high social class, because of the wealth in the region where the program is 

located. 

Additionally, all participants were recommended to the principal investigator via 

an administrator, so there could be some bias in the nature of whom she thought to 

recommend for the study. For example, 2 of the 3 participants work in the school, which 

is perhaps why it was easy to think of them and contact them.  

It is also difficult to separate the experience that they have had from what their 

parents would have modeled for them even if they had not been in FI. Jack acknowledged 

this several times, saying he does not know what his life would have been like otherwise, 

and wondering how much of his cross-cultural experiences sprung from the initiative 

taken by his parents. Pierce, (2010) reinforces this, saying, “the people who tend to seek 

out these specialized public programs already have a foundation of cultural capital, and 
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thus the FI programs will only reinforce what they have passed down to their children”  

(p. 78). 

It was also discovered very late into the study that one of the individuals left the 

immersion program after her 11
th

 grade year. Thus, she did not technically complete the 

immersion program all the way through Grade 12. However, the data were considered 

valid for the purposes of this study since she still had most of the immersion experience, 

and by the time she would have gotten to her final year, instruction in French would have 

been significantly reduced anyways. Her slightly early departure from the program could 

have influenced her choices later on in college regarding further study of the language. 

Conclusions and Recommendations for Further Research 

The findings of this study are consistent with those reported by the research and, in 

general, with my original hypotheses. All participants recalled their FI experience with 

fondness and many were generous in their attributing much of their multicultural 

experiences and wider global perspectives to immersion and the opportunities it provided. 

The opportunities that were most highlighted as leading to cross-cultural exposure and 

relationships were travel to francophone regions and countries, as well as the relationships 

that sprang from their travels. Subjects used almost exact language that was found in the 

literature, such as less ethnocentric, open to other cultures, accepting of other cultures, 

and sensitive to other cultures to describe the impact their immersion education has had 

on their global perspectives to shape how they now see their role as being global citizens. 

 The findings of this study imply that this French Immersion program had profound 

and lasting multicultural impact on the lives of at least 2 out of 3 subjects, especially as 

they were able to continue pursuing their use of French. 
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In the future, hearing from a larger group of alumni from a variety of FI language 

programs, including some who attended the FI a long time ago, and some who are recent 

graduates, would provide a more comprehensive understanding on this topic and greater 

insight into this research question. 

If I were to do the study over, I might ask different questions that would try more 

specifically to measure some of what I now know to be the multicultural fruit in the life of 

an immersion alumnus/alumna. The negative aspect of doing this however would be that 

it would be less open-ended. For example, I might ask, “ How many countries have you 

traveled to?”  “Have you had friends who are native speakers of the target language?” 

I would also revise the Interview Protocol questions. Some were a bit ambiguous 

for all participants to answer. In retrospect, the questions could have been simpler. 

However, I wanted to purposefully use the same qualitative, open-ended language that I 

found was being used by researchers who described these programs. Cultural impact, 

however, is a multi-faceted concept and part of a complex identity of individuals and their 

life experiences. 

Note 

1. Pierce also writes,  

 Based on my subjects’ responses, I determined that aside from the pragmatic view 

 of bilingualism, ‘being bilingual’ is also a personal state of mind that reflects 

 identity formation because it is linked to the individual’s self-perception and 

 confidence. Since bilingualism cannot be measured, individuals can choose to 

 make the trait of being bilingual a part of their identity if they perceive themselves 

 in that way.   (p. 66) 
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Appendix A 

IRB Approval 



 39 

 

 

Appendix B 

Interview Protocol 



 40 

I. Rapport Building 

A. Pseudonym Chosen By Participants  

1. I will explain what a pseudonym is and why it will be used.  

2. What would you like your pseudonym to be?  

B. Background Information  

1. Who helped you decide whether or not to attend a language immersion program?  

2. Does anyone in your family speak the target language of your program?  

II. Guide Questions  

1. Please describe the extent to which you have used, spoken, or studied the target 

language of your immersion program in your life, starting from the year you 

graduated from the French Immersion program, until now.  

2. To what extent do you think your experience as an immersion student has 

influenced your cross-cultural experiences and relationships in your life, during 

your school years and after (including friendships, travel experiences, exposure to 

other cultures, etc.)?  

3. As an American with bilingual and biliterate skills, how do you view your role in 

an increasingly culturally interconnected world?  

4. One of the objectives of immersion education is often stated as a way to prepare its 

students to be global citizens. Based on your personal experience, how did your K-

12 French Immersion education accomplish or not accomplish this?  

5. What are your concluding thoughts on any positive and negative effects of 

immersion education in your own life? 
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6. Please share any other comments that you may have concerning what we have 

talked about in this interview.  
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Transcript – Jack 

Interview conducted via phone April 11
th

, 2013 

Duration: 16 minutes, 43 seconds 

HP: What would you like your pseudonym to be?  

J: Jack.HP: Who helped you decide whether or not to attend a language immersion 

program? 

J: So, the program I was in started at the kindergarten level, so it wasn’t so much a matter 

of helping me decide as it was deciding for me at that point. My parents. And to be honest 

I don’t know exactly…the year that I began was the first year the program was run, and I 

don’t know how far in advance they learned about it, I’m not sure how much discussion 

they had—I’m sure, you know, they talked about it quite a bit but I’m not sure. I wasn’t 

really part of that discussion. 

HP: Does anyone in your family speak the target language of your program?  

J: Um, my father spoke some French, but certainly not fluently, about what you’d expect 

of someone who took high school French 20 years ago. He spoke a little bit, but not much 

at all. So, basically no. 

HP: Please describe the extent to which you have used, spoken, or studied the target 

language of your immersion program in your life, starting from the year you graduated 

from the French Immersion program, until now.  

 

J: So um, after graduating from high school I minored in French in college, so I used it 

quite a bit then. Um, I went to school in Vermont close to the Canadian border, so on 

occasion, I could go up to Montreal, but predominantly it was when I was in classes that I 
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would use it. Let’s see, I’ve traveled to France twice since graduating from college, so I 

definitely used it there. On a daily basis I wouldn’t say I use it very often. Every once in a 

while I use it in my professional life to translate a paper that would be in French, but that 

is maybe once a year. 

HP: To what extent do you think your experience as an immersion student has influenced 

your cross-cultural experiences and relationships in your life, during your school years 

and after (including friendships, travel experiences, exposure to other cultures, etc.)?  

J: I would say a huge amount, for a couple reasons. In terms of friendships, our class was 

the only one in the school that was in French Immersion, so we were grouped together 

from kindergarten until 4
th

 grade I guess. We were all kept together. And so we got to 

know each other very well and I’m still friends with some of the kids that were in that 

class. And then, from 5
th

 grade on it became less and less part of the day, so the class 

shortened to like 2 hours a day, and the rest of the time we got integrated in with the other 

students. But we still had contact for 2 hours a day with the same people, and that stayed, 

you know, it got shorter and shorter until in high school it was just a normal class. But 

still we had those same people that we had been together with since elementary school. 

So, I got to know all of them quite well. In terms of outside of school it opened up a huge 

amount of opportunities for me in terms of travel. I spent, when I was in middle school, 

maybe even elementary school, my parents took in a foreign exchange student from 

France, and he had brothers and sisters that were my age, so when I was 8 turning 9 I went 

back to France and stayed with his family, and then we had kind of an exchange between 

our families where I would go back and they would come over. And we did that for about 

6 or 7 summers, so I got to know that family, you know I lived with them all those years 
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over the summer, and I got to know them extremely well, as well as their friends. And all 

that was directly because I was in the French Immersion program, the program itself 

didn’t facilitate it, but it was because I knew the language and we were able to take a 

student in, and it just worked out from there. So in terms of exposure to other cultures and 

things like that it had a huge influence.  

HP: Anything else? 

J: Like I said, probably going up to Montreal, it was less frightening than it would have 

been for me. As it stands now I can understand French fluently when someone speaks to 

me, I can read it fairly fluently, I have a hard time coming up with vocabulary on my own 

just because I haven’t used it all that often. So if someone speaks to me I can understand 

them, but if I try to speak to them it takes me a little while to get the sentence out. But I 

can still make myself understood, and I think if I were to spend any time there it would 

eventually come back to me. Traveling up to Canada is much easier because of that.  

HP: As an American with bilingual and biliterate skills, how do you view your role in an 

increasingly culturally-interconnected world? J: Well, I think it makes me more aware of 

cultural differences. Hopefully it makes me less ethnocentric, although I don’t know… 

it’s a little hard to answer since this is the only experience I’ve had, so it’s hard to 

compare to what it might have been like had I not had these experiences. 

HP: Certainly.  

J: And it’s hard to decouple my experiences through the French Immersion program from 

experiences my parents would have exposed me to anyhow, I mean, we always … it was 

frequent that we would eat a variety of different foods from different cultures, so it 

wasn’t… um… so they exposed me to a lot. The immersion program certainly did as well. 
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Not just the language, but certainly I would say some of the art, some of the other aspects 

that came out of another culture. I probably had more exposure to that than I would have 

had otherwise.  

HP: Can you tell me more about that?  

J: Oh, I don’t know, just I guess when we were doing projects in class, and instead of that 

being to choose one of the 50 states we would choose one of the regions in France to 

describe. So, by default we were seeing a bigger picture.  

HP: Anything else you want to say to that question? 

J: Um… not really… I guess in terms of how I would view my role, I guess I see myself 

as very open to talking about these kinds of things in my experiences, and hopefully I 

have been a good ambassador for these kinds of programs. I think it was a good 

experience for me and hopefully I am able to convince other people that learning about 

other cultures is worthwhile.  

HP: One of the objectives of immersion education is often stated as a way to prepare its 

students to be global citizens. Based on your personal experience, how did your K-12 

French Immersion education accomplish or not accomplish this?  

J: Well I think the biggest impact it had was providing me with those travel opportunities, 

but you know, learning firsthand about other cultures. It probably made me more aware of 

and more sensitive to cultural differences. In my job now I work with people for all over 

the world. I work with students from Pakistan and Jordan and India and China, and I think 

that my experiences in the immersion program at a young age made me more comfortable 

in dealing with these people as people and not as foreigners.  

HP: Any more thoughts on that statement?  
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J: Well, I mean I think…in terms of it being an objective of the program, in my 

experience it certainly helped accomplish that objective. And I’m trying to think of some 

of my friends that graduated from that program also. I think all of us are pretty open to 

learning about other cultures.  

HP: What are your concluding thoughts on any positive and negative effects of immersion 

education in your own life?  

J: Overall it was a great experience. I am not particularly adept at learning other 

languages, and I don’t think I would have been able to learn another language had it not 

been at such a young age. Like I said, I made some great friends that I’m still in touch 

with. Even though I don’t use French on a daily basis, it certainly opened huge 

opportunities for me to travel and allowed me to meet a lot of new people. I went to 

summer camp over in France one year and met a whole other group of students other than 

the family I had been living with. So I guess it did make me feel special growing up, 

doing something that other kids weren’t and giving us a skill that other kids didn’t have. I 

don’t ever remember any of us speaking French in front of other kids as a way of trading 

secrets or anything like that, I don’t think any of us ever did that or even thought to do 

that, but, I think it definitely gave us something interesting to talk about when people 

would ask us what we were doing in school and that kind of thing. I just remember other 

adults being impressed by it even though it was sort of a daily routine for us. So, I would 

say it had a… it built confidence in that regard, and made me feel special.  

HP: Please share any other comments that you may have concerning what we have talked 

about in this interview.  
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J: Like I said, I thought it was a great experience. If there was a program like that now that 

I have kids I would definitely enroll them. There isn’t in my area, unfortunately. But, I 

have no regrets having been through it and I don’t know what my life would have been 

like without it, but I’m certainly glad that it was part of my life. 

Transcript - Helen 

Interview conducted via phone April 11
th

, 2013 

Duration of interview: 16 min 43 seconds 

HP: What would you like your pseudonym to be?  

H: Helen 

HP: Who helped you decide whether or not to attend a language immersion program? 

H: My parents. I was in kindergarten when I started so I didn’t have any part in that 

decision. It was a decision my parents made for me. 

HP: Does anyone in your family speak the target language of your program?  

H: My brother and sister are older than me and are both also products of French 

Immersion. They were enrolled prior to me. My parents speak a little bit of French, and 

had some prior knowledge of the French language, but my brother and sister are both 

fluent as well. 

HP: Please describe the extent to which you have used, spoken, or studied the target 

language of your immersion program in your life, starting from the year you graduated 

from the French Immersion program, until now.  

H: So, I graduated high school in 2001 and I went to college and became a French major 

and studied French all through college and spent a year abroad in the South of France, in 

Aix-En-Province. I lived for a year and took classes there, some of the classes at an 
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American University and some at a French University. I was there for 9 months. I lived 

with a host family for one semester and had an apartment for another semester. After 

graduation I changed track a little and wasn’t using my French. I am currently, as of 

September, working in a 1st grade French Immersion classroom. It is very much a part of 

my day-to-day life currently. 

HP: Anything else? 

H: Well, I have traveled a lot and definitely have used a lot of my knowledge of French 

throughout my travels. And I met a Canadian who I am marrying, who speaks French 

fluently and his family is all French Canadian and I use it to speak to them and that has 

brought us together. So that's a part of my life as well. 

HP: To what extent do you think your experience as an immersion student has influenced 

your cross-cultural experiences and relationships in your life, during your school years 

and after (including friendships, travel experiences, exposure to other cultures, etc.)?   

H: I think growing up in an immersion program especially the younger grades and 

learning about other cultures puts something inside of you that makes you want to travel; 

it gives you this exposure that you don't get in a traditional classroom. I just have this 

passion for everything French; French food, French culture, French music, French art—it 

makes me want to travel more. My first trip out of the country was to Canada and to 

France.  And then it was kind of like “where else can I go?” My family and I have a lot of 

friends who have been through the immersion program we all make travel a really big 

priority, I think that exposure at a young age to foreign ideas and foreign cultures and 

knowing that other countries do things differently makes it less scary and more exciting 

and I think that it definitely drove me to make travel a priority in my life. It also let me 
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want to explore other languages. I did Hebrew school all growing up, so I was exposed to 

a really different language. When I got to college I wanted to try Spanish, and it wasn't as 

easy as I thought it would be but I thought I got French down so let's see if these skills 

transfer to Spanish. So, a curiosity for language and cross cultures came from the 

immersion program. And I also think in terms of relationships at least in my town in 

which I did French Immersion, because it was such a unique program there weren't a lot 

of kids in it, so you were with the same classmates, every year, for your whole childhood. 

So you are more than just classmates because you are with the same kids every year so 

they become more like your family. We fought like brothers and sisters and there were 

times where we were horrible to each other, but looking back on it, it was also some of the 

strongest relationships, I am getting married in two months and my maid of honor was in 

my French class. She's like a sister to me and we know each other so well. It is a very 

unique dynamic with these students because you don't have the mix with other people and 

you are in it together and especially within your grade it's almost as if you look to each 

other for survival. It’s like, “what did she say? What is she doing?” Because we are 

learning really fast. So, I think it really does build these really strong bonds and strong 

friendships with friends with similar interests. We all love to travel, and I feel like that is 

something I have taken out of the program, and that is really great life-long friends. 

HP: As an American with bilingual and biliterate skills, how do you view your role in an 

increasingly culturally-interconnected world?  

H: I think that, I’m very open-minded; I’m very open to other cultures. I’m not always full 

American. I hear people say, “This is the way I was raised and I would never do anything 

else” and I think I’m very open to the ways other cultures do things. When I think of other 
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cultures, I think I can learn from my family, my school, and my country. When I look into 

food and other things like that, I don’t always think of it as strictly American. I try to 

think of it as more worldwide issues. In terms of my bilingual experiences, I think that I 

had to be a little more open-minded than some of my peers and I was learning other ways 

and other experiences. We had to learn that there are countries that do things very 

differently.  

HP: One of the objectives of immersion education is often stated as a way to prepare its 

students to be global citizens. Based on your personal experience, how did your K-12 

French Immersion education accomplish or not accomplish this?  

H: I would say it definitely accomplished it for me. The heart of the curriculum is the 

focus on francophone countries. There’s a big focus on Canada and then France, but then 

it really opens up to other countries worldwide, and at every grade level you are learning 

about something else. And I think it gets your thirst to travel and your curiosity growing. 

I’ve been to 15 countries and counting. I think that the school helps. It’s not always a part 

of the curriculum but there are always opportunities for exchange students and it works 

both ways. I high school I went to Paris and stayed with a French family, for about 2 

weeks. And all growing they were taking programs from France and bringing them to our 

town. So, we probably had 4 or 5 different summer exchange students staying with us. I 

think that they really made it a priority for us to interact and do pen pals, and some 

families got really into it and would go back and forth, and stay with them one year or 

have them come stay one year. I think they really made it a priority to make the global 

citizen thing happen. I think they really pushed for it. There was a field trip to France, and 

a field trip to Canada. I don’t know a lot of 5
th

 grade teachers that would take a group of 
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kids to Canada. And now it’s a big part of the curriculum. I think that the parent support 

and the staff support is what makes it work for us. In theory, one big part of this 

immersion program is getting up there and moving it. There’s nothing like going up to 

Canada with your parents and showing off your French. I think the first time my parents 

heard a little 5-year-old ordering food from a restaurant in French they must have been 

blown away. I think that builds up a really positive relationship in the family. The school 

will say “we have an exchange group, would anyone like to host” and they really help 

facilitate. It creates very international, intercultural relationships, all growing up and still 

does today. So, I would say it definitely accomplished filling out my path for it.  

HP: What are your concluding thoughts on any positive and negative effects of immersion 

education in your own life?  

H: I think there are a lot of positives. I got a masters in special education, and I did a lot of 

research on languages and things like that, and I think that there is a lot of evidence and a 

lot of research about students with disabilities and pros and cons to learning a second 

language, and all the research says that learning a language at a young age opens up a lot 

of doors for you and a lot of positive experiences for you. Learning a second language in 

high school is not as exciting and focuses on learning a lot of grammar and you’re 

conjugating your verbs… But then, learning from a young age, in the class that I teach in, 

they don’t really totally know what I’m saying, but they’re listening. I think that some of 

those learning difficulties are lessened, because it’s about survival. In a normal 

elementary classroom they don’t always pay attention, but in my classroom if they want to 

know what’s going on, they need to be looking at me, they need to be listening to me, they 

need to be hearing what I’m saying, otherwise they’re not going to know. If they want to 
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know when to get in that lunch line or when to have snack, they need to be looking and 

watching. And the results of that are so exciting. I can name so many positives, both as a 

product of immersion and also as a teacher of immersion. The only negative that I can 

think of, and this might just be the town that I was raised in, are those social ideas that 

involve a certain stigma of being an immersion student. I think sometimes others can be 

mean, and they don’t understand what the program is and they hear us speaking French, 

and there is teasing and things like that. Also, I think because you are with the same kids 

every year, if you don’t happen to like the kids in your classroom, you’re stuck with them 

from K-12. And there are some interactions with other classes, when you take other 

classes in middle school, but they schedule it like that. So, if you’re going to always be 

with someone you don’t really get along with, you don’t have many options in terms of a 

different placement. Other kids sometimes think it’s a little weird, they don’t understand 

why the immersion kids are speaking French, but I think after a while they get used to it. 

Going to other classes in middle school was really hard. Middle school is difficult socially 

anyways, and that is just another thing working against you. So that is the only negative 

that I see in it. Everything else is very positive. I think this first grade French class 

teaching position…it’s something that I have always thought about, ever since I was a 

little girl, I would line up my stuffed animals and teach them French. It’s not something I 

had really pictured myself doing as an adult, but when the job came up and everything 

kind of fell into place, its neat to remember myself as a first grader. I’m teaching all these 

things, using my French again, and it’s really exciting to be able to be able to take all 

those years of learning French and teach it to first grade. Especially in the first year, they 
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come in not knowing much, but they come out speaking French all day. It’s wonderful to 

watch them grow.  

HP: Please share any other comments that you may have concerning what we have talked 

about in this interview.  

H: I think I want to just see more schools pick up on the early immersion program. That 

would be a wonderful thing to see happen. I know a lot of schools do Spanish immersion, 

and that’s great, and immersion programs are few and far between, but I think that it 

opens up a lot of doors. It’s been a very positive learning experience, and it would be 

wonderful to see more towns offer it. I don’t know if it’s the right fit for everybody, but 

for most people it’s opened up a lot of doors for a really positive experience for them.  

Transcript – Jennifer 

Interview conducted via phone April 11
th

, 2013 

Duration of interview: 17 minutes, 51 seconds 

HP: What would you like your pseudonym to be?  

J: Jennifer 

HP: Who helped you decide whether or not to attend a language immersion program?  

 

J: Well, I was four at the time so my parents made the choice for me. 

HP: Does anyone in your family speak the target language of your program?  

J: No. 

HP: Please describe the extent to which you have used, spoken, or studied the target 

language of your immersion program in your life, starting from the year you graduated 

from the French Immersion program, until now.  
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J: OK, well, I did not completely finish the program, for whatever reason, I don’t know 

why I didn’t do it my senior year. So, I don’t know why I didn’t finish it. I graduated and 

then 6 years afterwards I got my degree in teaching. My first job out of college was back 

at Holliston, I was working half day as an APA therapist and the other half of the day in a 

French Immersion kindergarten class. I was very nervous about it at the time, but I was a 

teaching assistant and it was a little over my head because it had been at least 6 or 7 years 

since I had spoken any French. And then, I have taught 1st grade English for a couple of 

years. But I would integrate a little bit of French, so we would do a little counting or 

colors or something like that. Nothing major at that point whatsoever. Then I came back 

to Holliston, and after that I was working as a technology specialist and I would work 

with the students in both the traditional classrooms and the French classrooms and I 

would try and use the French I knew with the French classes, although my French is 

definitely limited. Now I have my children and I stopped working in 2004 after my 

second child was born but have recently gone back to Holliston Public Schools and am 

working as a gym/music teacher and when French classes come in, again, we’ll do colors 

in French, sing songs in French, very basic stuff. That is the extreme extent of my use of 

French. My eldest daughter is also in a French Immersion program. 

HP: To what extent do you think your experience as an immersion student has influenced 

your cross-cultural experiences and relationships in your life, during your school years 

and after (including friendships, travel experiences, exposure to other cultures, etc.)?  

J: I haven’t done as much traveling as I would like to do; I think that is more of a financial 

reason as opposed to anything else. Not a lack of desire. We would like to. I traveled up to 

Montreal, Canada a couple of times. French is amazing it creates an almost sibling-like 
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relationship with the people you have in your class, there was only one class at the time 

when I went into the immersion program. It was just one class of students. We were 

always together year after year, so I really got to know those people. I personally think 

that is a positive and a negative, there are really strong relationships and now when I see 

those people I would always think of them as good friends, and always want to know 

about what is going on in their lives and connect with them. But it was very hard when 

you got together with the rest of your grade because there was a big divide between the 

two groups and it was kind of hard to figure out where you fit in and who were your 

friends and try and work to figure out these other kids who have all been together for a 

long time too. It’s kind of segregating them, in a sense. There are positives and negatives 

to that I think. 

HP: You mentioned traveling to Montreal, could you tell me a little more about that? 

J: It was a long time ago, I know we did it and I remember trying to use any French that I 

possibly could while we were there. It was a while after I graduated. We are looking to 

bring our family back again because my daughter is doing French and we would like for 

her to have a similar experience to that as well. I really wish I could say I remember a lot 

of it, but I don’t remember the details. I remember when there was an opportunity or 

occasion I definitely tried to speak and read in French whilst I was there. I am not fluent 

anymore. But I remember a decent amount; I didn’t take any French classes after 

I graduated or continue on, I know a lot of people do. I did not. I am not fluent but I can 

definitely speak a great deal, whenever I go into a French classroom I understand and I 

could have a conversation. I can get hung up trying to find a word here or there but I can 
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usually figure it out. Reading it would definitely be challenging to me, I know that would 

be much harder. I haven’t read in French since I graduated, probably. 

HP: As an American with bilingual and biliterate skills, how do you view your role in an 

increasingly culturally-interconnected world?  

J: I have no idea… guess I don’t even think of myself as “bilingual” or “biliterate” 

because it is so limited, to some people maybe I would be, maybe not, but to me it seems 

limited. I don’t feel like there is a great deal that I can do, I suppose what I do at work, 

helping students to connect things... I just don’t think of myself as bilingual or biliterate to 

be honest. Maybe I am. I don’t know. Others who did a similar program I would imagine 

are using it a lot more than I am. 

HP: One of the objectives of immersion education is often stated as a way to prepare its 

students to be global citizens. Based on your personal experience, how did your K-12 

French Immersion education accomplish or not accomplish this?  

J: I guess I didn’t think about it much when I was younger, but it is a little bit different 

now. I guess you think of everything a little bit different. I don’t know. I guess I always 

feel a connection to anything related to or that has to do with French, I desire to go over 

there, and always have wanted to learn more about it. I hope to travel there someday in the 

future. I don’t know. 

HP: What are your concluding thoughts on any positive and negative effects of immersion 

education in your own life?  

J: I guess when it comes to the positive, understanding and knowing other languages; 

there is nothing negative about that whatsoever. It is a gift to know and speak another 

language, and people are always blown away to know that. I feel like we should definitely 
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know more than one language. I am fortunate to understand some French and speak it. My 

biggest negative would be the social piece of it. I guess for myself I didn’t necessarily see 

it as much of a negative growing up and it all worked out. I’m probably combining my 

experience with that of my daughter. My daughter has had a harder time with it. Growing 

up my experience was the only one I had, and I didn’t know anything different, but it has 

been interesting seeing my daughter experience it now and its effect on her friendships 

and relationships. It hasn’t always been easy, and she has had buddies in her class, but 

they have two classes that get mixed each year and so friends get separated. But I didn’t 

have that, we only had one class and we were all together every year. I always knew who 

was going to be there. There are positives and negatives to that. But overall there are no 

negatives to learning another language—it is really an amazing thing. And again, those 

people are good great friends of mine that I cherish. 

HP: Please share any other comments that you may have concerning what we have talked 

about in this interview.  

J: No, I think that’s it. I would love to know more about how many people leave the 

program and if they use it after graduating. I would be curious about that. 

 

 

 

Appendix D 

Summary of Results 

B. Background Information 
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1. Who helped you decide whether or not to attend a language immersion 

program?  

All 3 participants said their parents made the decision for them to enter the immersion 

program, since they all began in kindergarten.  

2.    Does anyone in your family speak the target language of your program?  

Two participants have at least one parent that knows a bit of French from taking it in 

school. One participant also has two older siblings who went through the French 

Immersion program and are fluent speakers. One participant had no one in her family who 

spoke the language.  

II. Guide Questions 

1. Please describe the extent to which you have used, spoken, or studied the target 

language of your immersion program in your life, starting from the year you 

graduated from the French Immersion program, until now.  

� 2/3 participants majored or minored in French in college 

� 2/3 participants work in a French Immersion school, 1 as a French Immersion 

teacher and the other not in the immersion portion of the school 

� 1 participant has a child in a French Immersion program and 1 explicitly stated 

that he would if there was one in his area 

� 1 participant is marrying a French Canadian she met in her travels. He and his 

family speak French fluently and she frequently speaks to them in French 

� All 3 participants have traveled to French-speaking regions of Canada at some 

point in their lives, 2/3 have traveled there frequently as adults 



 59 

� 2/3 participants have traveled overseas to France during or after their college 

education 

� Helen, who majored in French in college, lived for a year in southern France  

� 1 participant has traveled to 15 countries 

� 2/3 participants hosted various French exchange students in their homes when they 

were young 

� 2/3 participants did a summer exchange in France when they were in the FI 

program 

� Jack went to summer camp in France one year, a different experience from the 

exchange he had done with a family 

� 2/3 participants, who are not required to use French daily in their careers, try to 

implement their skills in French in small ways, whether through teaching simple 

and basic concepts in French in a classroom or translating documents once a year 

� All participants had some length of time in their lives when they were not using 

French at all on a daily basis, even Helen, who now uses French daily in her job as 

a French Immersion teacher in Grade 1 

2.   To what extent do you think your experience as an immersion student has 

influenced your cross-cultural experiences and relationships in your life, during your 

school years and after (including friendships, travel experiences, exposure to other 

cultures, etc.)?  

� Close friendships with students in the same class (mentioned by all, 2 used 

language to compare those relationships to family) 
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� Friendships with students in class are still alive and important today (mentioned by 

all) 

o Helen is getting married and her maid of honor was in her French 

Immersion class  

� Travel opportunities during the program 

� Exchange student from France came to live with Jack and his family, while he was 

still in the French Immersion program in the early grades 

o He traveled to France to stay with their family 

o Jack’s exchange and friendship continued during the summers over 6 or 7 

years 

o Helen did an exchange in France during high school 

� Close friendships with native French speakers (mentioned by 2/3) 

� Travel to francophone countries is less frightening and easier (mentioned by 2/3) 

� Desire to travel (mentioned by all) 

o Travel to other countries becomes a priority 

� Passion for French culture (art, food, music, etc.) 

� Increased exposure to products of French cultures (art, history, etc.) 

� General curiosity to learn more about other languages and cultures 

o Helen continued further study of other languages (Hebrew, Spanish) 

 

3.   As an American with bilingual and biliterate skills, how do you view your role in 

an increasingly culturally interconnected world?  
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� Fluency/Current ability of Jack: Can understand fluently, Can read fairly fluently, 

slow speaking but can be understood 

� Fluency/Current ability of Helen: Can understand and speak fluently 

� Fluency/Current ability of Jennifer: “Not fluent”, can understand well and have a 

conversation, slow speaking, reading is challenging,  

o Does not consider herself to be bilingual or biliterate 

� More aware and accepting of cultural differences (2/3 mentioned this) 

� Exposed to bigger world perspective and open to talking about other cultures (2/3 

mentioned this) 

� Less ethnocentric 

o Not always “full American”  

� Desire to think of worldwide issues 

� Difficult to know what his perspective would have been otherwise 

� Difficult to decouple parents’ influence and FI influence 

� Ambassador for immersion programs 

� Desire to convince others that cross-cultural learning is valuable 

� Connects bilingual learning to cross-cultural understanding 

� Doesn’t consider herself bilingual or biliterate because her French is limited  

4.   One of the objectives of immersion education is often stated as a way to prepare its 

students to be global citizens. Based on your personal experience, how did your K-12 

French Immersion education accomplish or not accomplish this?  

� More sensitive to cultural differences 

� Working with people from around the world and treating them with respect 
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� Answered: Yes, it helped equip me to be a global citizen 

o Jack sees global citizenship as being open to learning about other cultures 

o Helen global citizenship as focusing on travel experiences and cross-

cultural relationships and highlights these 

� 1 participant says she is not sure of the answer, but feels a connection to French 

language and francophone cultures and a desire to learn more about French culture 

5.   What are your concluding thoughts on any positive and negative effects of 

immersion education in your own life? 

Positives: 

� Life-long friendships from the FI class (2/3 mention this) 

� Wonderful travel opportunities (2/3 mention this) 

� Made Jack feel special to be learning French 

� May lessen some learning difficulties because it’s all about survival 

� Increases attention in young students (they must pay attention to understand what 

is going on) 

� Students learn the language quickly and well from a young age 

� Learning another language is valuable in general 

Negatives: 

� Social stigmas of being an immersion student which can lead to teasing because 

immersion students are different 

� Stuck with the kids in your class 

� Difficult to integrate back in with traditional students in middle school 
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6.   Please share any other comments that you may have concerning what we have 

talked about in this interview.  

� Thankful to have been in FI 

� Desire to send his children to a similar program 

� Desire to see more immersion programs exist 

� Curious to know what happens to other alumni of these programs 
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