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Abstract 

Research in bilingual education, including immersion education, has received 

increasing attention; yet such research does not have an empirical grounding in Central 

America, a geographic area of the world with an increasing number of schools employing 

a Spanish-English immersion model. In Honduras, students in bilingual schools typically 

outperform their monolingual peers on national university admission examinations, yet 

there are identified issues within these programs pertaining to English achievement. This 

study was conducted at The Pines Bilingual School (TPBS) and explored the 

relationships between mediating variables, including TPBS’ program, teacher and learner 

characteristics, and the process of teaching and learning English within the TPBS 

immersion program from both teachers’ and students’ perspectives. This study was 

guided by Lapkin, Swain and Shapson’s (1990) and Genesee’s (2004) frameworks 

drawing from research on French immersion programs in Canada, as well as studies from 

the developing field of elite bilingual education in South America. Four types of data 

were gathered for this study: 1) student reflections, 2) student focus group interviews, 3) 

teacher focus group and individual interviews, and 4) classroom observations. The data 

were then analyzed inductively by assigning codes and establishing themes. Four themes 

emerged from the data: 1) teacher and student characteristics, 2) program characteristics, 

3) classroom practice, and 4) use of Spanish and English, which were used to answer the 

research questions.  

To summarize the major findings, first, teachers were inexperienced and untrained 

which led to a sense of professional incompetence. Second, students were highly 

motivated to learn English, but lacked engagement in class. Third, the English program 
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lacked clear goals which led to doubts regarding the current immersion model and 

uncertainty regarding student achievement. Finally, while instructional practices included 

some key elements of an immersion program, the approach was primarily teacher-centred 

and included little integration of content and language and limited opportunities for 

comprehensible input and extended output. This study is crucial because it addresses 

essential issues faced by TPBS and similar immersion schools in Honduras. It also 

contributes to an important research gap in the field of immersion education in Central 

America.  
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

In 2006, my husband and I moved to Honduras to work at The Pines Bilingual School
1
 

(TPBS), a small Christian Spanish-English bilingual school. I had recently graduated from the 

Queen’s University Concurrent Education program and was qualified to teach Grade 7-12 

History and English, so I felt fairly comfortable with my new teaching assignment of Grade 9 

and 10 English and Grade 10 Psychology. I was surprised though the week before classes began 

when I was handed three textbooks and simply told, “Teach this.” I began the school year feeling 

very unsure of the academic expectations of the school or even the location of the staff room!  

After two short years, the school asked me to become the English Program Coordinator, 

and to provide leadership to all aspects of the Junior Kindergarten to Grade 11 English program. 

While I admired our school’s emphasis on building relationships with students, by then I had 

identified major issues within the high school program, such as low oral and written English 

levels and a lack of guidance for new teachers. I accepted the position as I supported the school’s 

mission to provide an excellent Christian education to Honduran students and I believed I could 

help move the English program toward that goal. My optimism was a bit naïve though, as it 

quickly became clear that the problems were not limited to high school. I learned that even 

though the school had been functioning for almost 20 years, there had never been a standard 

curriculum for the English program. While the Spanish teachers followed the national Honduran 

curriculum, the English teachers individually decided the content for their grades, with no 

explicit knowledge of the students’ previous achievement or the specific expectations in 

                                                      

1
 A pseudonym has been used to ensure confidentiality. 
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subsequent grades. Our students were spending up to thirteen years in a bilingual school, yet 

many were graduating with low English proficiency. I knew these concerns were not just my 

own. In my first year at the school, in a school-wide evaluation commissioned by TPBS’ Board 

of Directors, an outside consultant found that only 40% of students were able to express 

themselves fluently in English at grade-level standards (Umaña, 2006). As a school we lacked 

clarity on many foundational components of bilingual education, which created an environment 

that did not support student learning or more specifically, their acquisition of English. This was 

disconcerting for a number of reasons. First, bilingualism is highly valued in the depressed 

Honduran job market, so our students’ future economic prospects were often dependent on their 

level of English proficiency. As well, parents paid tuition often at great personal sacrifice, for 

their children to study at our school and trusted that their investment guaranteed a high level of 

bilingualism upon graduation. Not only were we committing a disservice to our students and 

their parents, we were also undermining our sustainability as an organization. Parents would not 

likely continue to invest if we were not meeting their expectations.  

 Through conversations with students, parents, teachers, and fellow administrators, I 

found they were also concerned about whether or not our program was effective in helping our 

students learn English. I began talking with other administrators and teachers at bilingual schools 

throughout Honduras and Central America, and we were all asking the same question: “How can 

we help our students become bilingual?” I realized that this question required a deeper 

theoretical grounding in current bilingual research which led me to pursue a Master in Education 

at Queen’s University to better prepare myself to address this issue. 

My experience at TPBS, as well as my ties to the community there, placed me in a unique 

position to conduct this study. Since 2006, I have dedicated my professional life to our school 
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and have a deep sense of investment in the program. This ongoing relationship and commitment, 

as well as grounding in current immersion research, positioned me favourably to pursue this 

study on the experience of teaching and learning English at TPBS.  

 Rationale  

The field of bilingual education research is both wide and deep. A great deal of research 

exists on immersion programs, a form of bilingual education, based on the French immersion 

model, first established in Canada in the 1960s. There is ongoing research on various other forms 

of bilingual education in the United States and Europe, as well as a growing emphasis in Asia. In 

addition, a number of researchers work in the area of minority indigenous language contexts in 

Central America and in elite bilingual schools in South America. Yet, fewer studies have been 

conducted in bilingual schools in Central America that follow the Canadian French immersion 

model. While these schools share many characteristics with the other forms of bilingual 

education mentioned above, they represent very different educational contexts because of the 

students’ linguistic backgrounds, national educational standards, program types and teacher and 

learner characteristics. In the study of second language acquisition, context matters greatly as the 

application of one model of bilingual education will not be necessarily successful without 

adapting it to the needs of the local student population (de Mejía, 2002). It is important therefore 

to explore the context in which these schools operate in order to address this gap in bilingual 

research.  

The various models of bilingual education which will be explored in this section are: 

bilingual Spanish-English models in the United States, indigenous education in Latin America, 

elite bilingual education in South America and immersion models in Canada, Europe and Asia. 

Most Honduran bilingual schools share a linguistic background with the growing number of 
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different Spanish-English models in the United States. In the U.S.A., two-way immersion 

programs have become popular which blend students that speak English and Spanish as their first 

languages in the same classroom (Howard, Sugarman, & Christian, 2003). Though the shared 

languages are the same, this is very different than the typically monolingual Honduran context, 

where the majority of students speak Spanish as their first language (Alley, 1996). Transitional 

bilingual education is also popular in the United States of America which transitions students of 

other languages into mainstream English classrooms, which is a type of subtractive bilingualism 

(de Mejía, 2002; Duràn, Roseth & Hoffman, 2010). The intention of these programs is to move 

students toward English, which is the official and majority language in the U.S.A. In contrast, 

most bilingual schools in Latin America promote the learning of English as a type of additive 

bilingualism, in which English is considered as being in addition to the learning of Spanish (de 

Mejía, 2002). Therefore, the linguistic context as well as the purpose of the bilingual schools in 

Honduran bilingual schools is significantly different than both types of Spanish-English 

programs in the United States. 

Bilingual education research in Latin America has typically focused on programs which 

involve indigenous language groups, also defined as minority language contexts. This reflects a 

trend in bilingual research which has deemphasized inquiry into majority bilingual programs 

(which normally include the predominant language in the country and another highly esteemed 

world language such as English) in favour of indigenous language programs (de Mejía, 2002). In 

Honduras, where TPBS is located, 7% of the population identifies as indigenous (Cortina, 2013), 

yet the high majority of bilingual schools use Spanish and English as their two languages of 

instruction (Hooley, 2005). According to Natelee Noreyeda Forbes, who works with the 

Honduran Ministry of Education Intercultural Bilingual Education program, the Honduran 
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government now encourages instruction in indigenous languages in certain schools, but still in 

very limited numbers, especially in comparison to the high number of Spanish/English bilingual 

schools (personal communication, June 5, 2014). This pattern in Honduras reflects a prevalent 

trend throughout Latin America, where virtually all middle and upper class families enroll their 

children in private elementary and secondary schools, of which a high percentage are 

English/Spanish bilingual schools (Hamel, 2008). While Honduras would benefit from ongoing 

development and inquiry into indigenous education, this does not negate the need for research 

into the extensive Spanish-English programs in this country.  

While research has been done in Spanish-English programs in the United States of 

America and indigenous programs in Latin America, most Honduran bilingual schools do not 

share a great deal in common with these programs. Some Honduran schools would be considered 

international schools which have typically been a neglected subset of bilingual research (de 

Mejía, 2002). de Mejía defines international schools as typically serving a monolingual 

population who are interested in further educational opportunities in Europe or North America 

and typically follow a British, USA or a unified international curriculum (such as the 

International Baccalaureate), instead of the national curriculum. Specifically in the Latin 

American context, Hamel (2008) describes these schools as elite bilingual schools which were 

originally created by European immigrant communities to meet the needs of their children and 

now provide a prestigious and high quality education to the economic and power elites of this 

region. Bilingual schools in Honduras have traditionally been associated with foreign 

intervention and investment, based on the history of the first American schools begun in the 

1930s, designed to serve the needs of the children of executives working with the Honduran fruit 

export industry (Alley, 1996). While a number of international schools exist in Honduras, over 
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the past few decades, their student population has drawn more from upper class Hondurans than 

from the expatriate or diplomatic community (Alley, 1996). Most of these international schools 

are located in the three major cities, while other smaller bilingual schools are found throughout 

the entire country. While some of the larger bilingual schools might fit de Mejía’s definition, the 

majority of bilingual schools in Honduras, including TPBS, do not fit because they follow the 

national curriculum and the majority of their students remain in Honduras for post-secondary 

education.  

Most bilingual schools in Honduras fit better within the definition of immersion 

education, a well-studied subset of bilingual education. Johnson and Swain (1997) outline eight 

features that should be present in all immersion programs, but that differ to some degree or 

another. These features include: the role of L2 (second language) as medium of instruction, 

immersion curriculum as a parallel to local curriculum, ongoing support for L1 (first language), 

additive over replacive bilingualism, limited exposure to L2 outside of the classroom, no prior 

L2 before entering program, bilingual status of teachers and the classroom culture’s reflection of 

the L1 community. Tedick, Christian and Fortune (2011) provide a similar definition, though 

they use the term one-way immersion. Teddick et al. agree one-way immersion programs are for 

linguistically homogenous students who speak the majority language and have little proficiency 

in the immersion language upon entry and these programs support additive bilingualism and 

biliteracy, while ensuring students achieve academically. While Johnson and Swain describe the 

immersion classroom as reflecting the L1 culture, Teddick et al. argue for a more explicit focus 

on fostering intercultural understanding. In terms of the suitability of these definitions to 

bilingual schools in Honduras, most would reflect many of these components. Many would not 

meet Johnson and Swain’s requirement for bilingual teachers, as many schools hire international 
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teachers with limited Spanish proficiency (Alley, 1996). As well, in terms of the definition’s 

different approaches to cultural aspects, schools would likely be on a spectrum in terms of which 

culture they reflect the most. While neither definition is a perfect match, most bilingual schools 

in Honduras fit within the one-way immersion model to a high degree.  

While one-way immersion programs began in Canada, this field of research continues to 

grow globally, yet the majority take place within a very different context than Honduras. In 

Teddick et al.’s (2011) book, “Immersion Education: Practices, Policies and Possibilities”, the 

authors comment on the worldwide growth of immersion programs. In their section on one-way 

immersion programs, they consider examples from Europe, North America and Asia, but not 

from Central or South America. The same exclusion occurs in Johnson and Swain’s (1997) work, 

“Immersion Education: International Perspectives”. This exclusion of South and Central 

America is important because while programs in these countries may share similarities with 

immersion programs in other geographical regions, there are also clear differences. For example, 

Teddick et al. note the prevalence of two-way immersion programs are common in in the United 

States.  In Europe, there is a vast array of models, from the one-way Canadian approach seen in 

officially bilingual nations like Finland to the Content and Language Integrated Learning (CLIL) 

approach which is part of the educational agenda in most European states (Abello-Contesse et 

al.). The geographical, linguistic and political landscape of these areas influences the types of 

immersion programs and therefore programs in each region need to be explored. 

Some research has focused on immersion programs in South America. In two different 

books on bilingual education, the authors Abello-Contesse, Chandler, López-Jiménez, & 

Chacón-Beltrán, (2013) and de Mejía (2002) consider numerous examples of immersion 

programs from around the world, including those in South American countries, such as Brazil, 



8 

 

 

Argentina and Colombia, yet they include none from Central America. While the programs in 

these South American countries likely share some characteristics with their Central American 

neighbours, the regions they represent are dramatically different. According to the United 

Nations Human Development Index (2013), Brazil, Argentina and Colombia are all considered 

highly or very highly developed, with a country rank ranging from 49-98. On the other hand, 

Honduras and its immediate neighbours, El Salvador, Guatemala and Nicaragua, are all 

considered to have medium human development, and range in rank from 115 to 132. In terms of 

education, like the majority of Central American countries, Honduras suffers from low student 

achievement despite movements for educational reforms throughout the region (Gropello, 2005). 

According to the UNICEF Annual Report (2013), only 10.7% of three to five year olds in 

Honduras are reaching benchmarks in reading and writing skills and mathematical reasoning and 

47.5% of Grade 1 to 9 are considered at risk of dropping out. While improvements in student 

achievement have occurred over the past three years, the national average score for Grade 6 math 

was only 53% and 69% for language arts (UNICEF, 2013).  

This exclusion of immersion programs in countries like Honduras, compared to recent 

studies focused on South America countries, becomes more pronounced when considering the 

high numbers of programs that exist in Central America. In Honduras for example, there are 824 

bilingual schools (Secretaria, 2011) compared to approximately 100 in Colombia (de Mejía & 

Montes Rodríguez 2008) and approximately 200 in Argentina (Banfi & Rettaroli, 2008). These 

bilingual school represent an interesting segment of schools in countries with low educational 

standards.  For example, in Honduras, fifteen of the twenty highest ranked high schools in the 

country are Spanish-English bilingual schools (Quince, 2013). Yet while they are ranked high 

compared to Spanish-only schools, there is a lack of quality control amongst Honduran bilingual 
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schools with a high variability of the quality of programs, staff, curricula and resources, as well 

as student achievement (Alley, 1996). As well, the Honduran government does not outline 

expectations for second-language achievement at these schools as there is no national English 

curriculum or standards for bilingual schools. Even at some of the most well-established schools 

in the country, there are concerns regarding the level of bilingualism of the students (Hooley, 

2005). While bilingual schools represent some of the best educational institutions in Honduras, 

this must be seen within the context of extremely low national educational standards. In sum, 

Honduran bilingual schools operate within a very different educational context than the 

immersion programs in other parts of the world and therefore represent a crucial area for 

research. 

Context 

This study examined TPBS as an example of an immersion school in Honduras which 

exemplified nation-wide challenges regarding second language acquisition. TPBS was a private 

Spanish-English school with approximately 250 students from Junior Kindergarten to Grade 11. 

The school was started in 1990 by a group of local parents in response to concerns about the 

public education system in Honduras. Yet, as discussed above, according to Umaña’s (2006) 

report, TPBS students were not well-prepared in their acquisition of English. Umaña states the 

major reasons for this weakness were the lack of English curriculum and the teachers’ lack of 

effective methods for teaching English as a second language. She indicates teachers felt 

frustrated at their lack of preparedness, as well as at their students’ low level of English. 

Teachers also viewed their own lack of Spanish skills as a dire obstacle in their teaching of 

English. She notes students’ frustration at their own level of learning manifested itself in 

behavioural problems and a lack of interest. Umaña’s report identified clear problems within the 
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English program and supported the need for further research into the process of teaching and 

learning English at TPBS.  

In order to further explore the academic challenges at TPBS, it was important to consider 

TPBS’ program, learner and teacher characteristics. The TPBS program followed an early partial 

immersion model, beginning in Junior Kindergarten with about 50% of classes taught in Spanish 

and 50% of classes in English. In Junior and Senior Kindergarten, the students attended only in 

the morning, and spent two hours in English instruction and two hours in Spanish instruction. In 

Grades 1-6, the students attended for approximately seven hours and received 50% of their 

instructional time in English which was split into Spelling, Language, Reading, Science and 

Physical Education. All other classes were taught in Spanish. For Grades 7-9, 50% of 

instructional time was in English and their English classes included: English, Spelling, Science, 

Home Economics, Art and Physical Education. In Grades 10-11, 34% of instructional time was 

in English and their classes included: English, Physical Education, Psychology (Grade 10), 

History (Grade 11), and Philosophy (Grade 11). In contrast, the Association of Bilingual Schools 

of Honduras, the largest national association of bilingual schools, requires all schools to provide 

a minimum of 70% of instruction in English; including reading, science, language arts, 

mathematics, and social studies (Association, 2012). This policy meets the Honduran Ministry of 

Education’s minimum Spanish requirement of at least two class periods a day, including the 

instruction of Honduran history and Spanish language arts (Alley, 1996). Traditionally, many 

Honduran bilingual schools have seen the use of Spanish as an intrusion into their first priority of 

teaching English (Alley). TPBS’ decision to maintain an even split between Spanish and English, 

and a higher percentage of Spanish instruction in Grades 10-11 indicated their divergence from 

this prevalent view.  
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Another important program characteristic at TPBS was their policy that all English 

teachers and assistants should speak in English at all times with the students. The school also had 

a policy regarding use of English by students. According to the policy, in the earliest grades 

(Junior Kindergarten to Grade 4), students were encouraged by their teachers to speak as much 

English as possible. Teachers also used individual or classroom consequences if students were 

not attempting to speak in English. In Grades 5-11, students were expected to speak in English at 

all times during their English classes, and a portion of the final mark depended on their ongoing 

use of English. This policy was important to consider as an aspect of the TPBS program’s stated 

aim in reference to use of instructional languages.  

The socioeconomic and linguistic background of TPBS’ students also contributed to the 

school context. In the 2014-2015 school year, approximately 99% of TPBS’ students spoke 

Spanish as their first language (L1) and English as their second language (L2) and less than 1% 

of the student population came from expatriate families or families in which one or more parent 

spoke English as a first language. In contrast, at international schools in Honduras, such as 

Academia Los Pinares, over 10% of their student population is non-Honduran (Academia). The 

students at TPBS came from varied socioeconomic backgrounds, ranging from some of the 

wealthiest families in the city to students who received bursaries based on financial need. 

Traditionally, bilingual education in Honduras, as well as immersion programs in other 

countries, has only been accessible to the upper class (Alley, 1996; de Mejía, 2002), yet this was 

not necessarily the case for all TPBS students. The majority of students lived within the city, 

while some travelled up to an hour from rural areas.  

For the 2014-15 school year, fifty students or approximately 19% of the total student 

population at TPBS were new students. Twenty-six of these students entered Junior Kindergarten 
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and three entered Senior Kindergarten for which there were no academic requirements, and 

admission depended upon the ability to pay tuition or receive a financial bursary. For Grades 1-

11, students must achieve 70% or higher on the school's three admission exams (English, 

Spanish and Math) in order to be accepted. Students who receive a mark of 60-69% on one of the 

exams can be admitted on conditional terms, based on the school's discretion. For the 2014-2015 

school year, thirty-four students wrote the admission exams, nineteen for elementary and fifteen 

high school. Of the nineteen who wrote the elementary exams, thirteen were admitted, though 

three students were admitted with conditions, based on their exam marks in English. For the high 

school exams, six students passed all three exams, and three other students were admitted with 

conditions. For Grades 1-11, most new students came from other bilingual schools within the 

city or from another city. 

Along with the students’ characteristics, the teachers’ education, experience and language 

proficiency at TPBS contributed to the educational context. For the 2014-15 school year, there 

were eight full-time and three part-time English teachers, from Canada, the United Sates, and 

local Hondurans. While the school’s preference was to hire only certified teachers, they had 

ongoing difficulties recruiting teachers for a variety of reasons, which is a problem for bilingual 

schools throughout Honduras (Alley, 1996). In terms of recruiting international teachers, 

interested individuals expressed concerns regarding security issues in Honduras, political 

instability, low salary and limited resources. Hiring local teachers was also problematic for some 

of the following reasons: limited number of Hondurans with native-like fluency in English, 

certified teachers are likely to work in the public system for more pay and other benefits, and 

there is a very limited number of programs within Honduras to become an English teacher and 

they are located within the bigger cities. As a result of these recruitment difficulties, TPBS 
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employed teachers with a variety of educational backgrounds. For the 2014-2015 school year, 

the English teachers’ educational backgrounds ranged from high school completion to a Master 

in Education. Five of the eleven teachers were certified teachers. Of the certified teachers, two 

had full-time teaching experience prior to beginning at TPBS. None of the teachers had formal 

training in ESL, immersion or bilingual education. All of the native-Spanish teachers teaching 

English were highly proficient in English, but a number of the native-English teachers had very 

limited Spanish skills. The majority of the international teachers stay for one to two years, so 

there was a very high turn-over rate of teachers, which is common in bilingual schools in 

Honduras, as well as with international teachers in other countries (Alley, 1996). Of the eleven 

teachers, two had taught at TPBS for one year previously, while the other nine were in their first 

year teaching at the school. Along with a high turnover rate amongst the English teachers at 

TPBS, the English program had also recently undergone a number of transitions. Over the past 

two school years, two English Program Coordinators were hired and left the school within a few 

months for personal reasons. For the majority of the 2013-14 and 2014-2015 academic years, 

there was not anyone in a leadership role over the English program. This inconsistent level of 

leadership, as well as the limited experience and education of the teachers, were characteristics 

which may have been important to this educational context. 

Clearly, there is a strong need for research in immersion education as this area does not 

yet have a solid grounding in Central America. This research contributes to the growing field of 

bilingual education by exploring how the program, teacher and learner characteristics at TPBS 

contributed to the teaching and learning of English. In a country with low academic achievement, 

bilingual schools typically outperform their monolingual peers, yet there are identified issues 

with English achievement within these bilingual programs, partially linked to the lack of a 
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national curriculum and standards. This concern has been echoed in previous inquiries at TPBS, 

as teachers and students have indicated dissatisfaction with both the teaching and the 

corresponding learning of English.  

Research Questions 

The purpose of this study was to explore the relationships between mediating variables, 

including TPBS’ program, teacher and learner characteristics, and the current process of teaching 

and learning English within the TPBS immersion program from both teachers’ and students’ 

perspectives. Specifically, the following questions guided this study:  

1. What strategies do students identify as contributing to their learning of English 

(teaching/learning processes variables)?  

 

2. What strategies do English teachers identify as key in their teaching of English 

(teaching/learning processes variables)?  

 

3. What learner characteristics do the students identify as important in their learning of 

English (mediating variables)? 

 

4. What teacher characteristics do the teachers identify as important in their teaching of 

English (mediating variables)? 

 

5. How do the students and teachers describe the immersion program and view its role in 

impacting the learning and teaching of English (mediating variables)? 

 

6. How does teaching and learning of English occur within the immersion program 

(teaching/learning processes variables)?  

 

Overview of the Thesis 

In this first chapter, I have provided an introduction to the study, including the rationale, 

context and the research questions. In the next chapter, I present the theoretical framework 

developed by Lapkin, Swain and Shapson (1990) which guided this study. Then, I review the 

relevant published literature according to three main areas identified in the framework: 

teaching/learning process variables, mediating variables and product variables. In the third 
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chapter, I outline the methodology employed to answer the research questions, including the 

methodological framework, research design, participants, instruments, data collection and 

analysis procedures, as well as considerations of trustworthiness and ethical concerns. In the 

fourth chapter, I present the results from this study according to the four main themes: teacher 

and student characteristics, program characteristics, classroom practice and use of Spanish and 

English. In the final chapter, I discuss the results in reference to the key literature and my 

research questions. I also present implications for practice, limitations of the study, and 

directions for future research. I then present an autobiographical reflection which considers my 

journey from the original questions which led me to this study to where I stand today. I conclude 

by considering the significance of this study, both for my specific research site, as well as for the 

broader context of immersion education in Central America. 
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Chapter 2 

Literature Review 

Bilingual education is “the regular use of two or more languages for teaching and 

learning in instructional settings when bilingualism and biliteracy are two of the explicit learning 

goals” (Abello-Contesse et al., 2013, p. 4). Immersion education is a subset of bilingual 

education, and is the focus of this literature review. While limited research has been done on 

immersion programs in Central America, the breadth and depth of research done in other parts of 

the world is extensive and provides the underpinning for this current study. From the beginnings 

of French immersion education in the 1960s, Canadian researchers have been forerunners in this 

field. In 1988, the Department of the Secretary of State in Canada commissioned various leading 

researchers, including Lapkin, Swain and Shapson, to develop a framework of the key issues in 

immersion research for the upcoming decades. Through a process of consultation with various 

researchers, teacher educators and interest groups, Lapkin, Swain and Shapson (1990) developed 

their framework entitled, “Research Issues: Immersion Education in the 90s”, which is the 

guiding theoretical framework for this study. While the framework was originally designed to 

provide an agenda for immersion research within the Canadian context, its identified variables 

are well-suited to the research questions for this study. 

Within their framework, Lapkin et al. (1990) identify the following key areas: product 

variables, mediating variables, teaching and learning process variables, and teacher education. 

Each area represents important issues which contributed to the success of immersion programs. 

Earlier in the 1970s and 1980s, research had typically focused on the product variables, also 

referred to as the program outcomes. Lapkin et al. expand this focus, arguing for more emphasis 
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on process variables, as well as the role of mediating variables in the complex interplay of 

teaching and learning, as opposed to just focusing on the product.  

In their article, Lapkin et al. (1990) include a diagram to visually represent their 

framework. In this diagram, they place product variables first when moving from left to right to 

represent how immersion research traditionally focused on product variables, at the expense of 

investigating the role of the other variables. They rightly position mediating variables in the 

middle of their diagram to indicate their role in mediating the relationship between product 

variables and teaching/learning process variables, which they put on the far right. They place 

teacher education as a separate variable on the bottom of their diagram to recognize that part of 

their mandate was to address the need within Canada for specific changes to teacher education 

for immersion teachers.  

While the variables themselves have not changed, I have revised Lapkin et al.’s (1990) 

diagram to more accurately represent the bilingual context of this study, as shown in Figure 1. 

While Lapkin et al. (1990) begin with product variables to indicate their historical importance in 

immersion research, I have placed teaching and learning process variables first to indicate their 

primary role in this study. While the location and research context have changed, the identified 

teaching and learning process variables are the same as in Lapkin et al.’s original version: 

integration of content and language, effects of analytical/experiential approaches, sustained 

discourse and questioning techniques and error correction. Like the original version, mediating 

variables are in the middle of the diagram and include learner characteristics, teacher 

characteristics, program type and teacher education. While Lapkin et al. represent teacher 

education as a different category, teacher education has been represented as one of the mediating 

variables, to be consistent with the aims of this study as discussed below in the mediating 
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variables section of the literature review. Finally, in this revised diagram, the product variables 

have been moved to the far right, to represent how the various aspects contributed to the outcome 

variable. They therefore are represented at the end of the learning and teaching process. The two 

categories of product variables, academic and linguistic outcomes and social psychological 

issues, remain in the revised version, though the former is more central to this study. 

Figure 1 

Theoretical Framework 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

While both the original and adapted versions have been represented as a linear process, 

Lapkin et al. (1990) explain that a great deal of interplay takes place, both horizontally and 

vertically. For example, if a teacher selects a certain approach to error correction, the impact of 

this on the product variables will be mediated by both the individual teacher and learner’s 

characteristics. Yet, the teacher and potentially the learner’s individual characteristics will likely 

have influenced the specific type of technique chosen. As a vertical example, the type of 

immersion program chosen by a set of administrators is not done in isolation, but ideally with 

consideration of the specific learner characteristics of the student population in mind. Each 
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section should not be considered on its own, but as one aspect of immersion education which has 

been identified as requiring ongoing investigation. 

Since Lapkin et al.’s (1990) framework, other researchers have constructed frameworks 

which have further guided immersion research in more recent years. Fred Genesee, another well-

known Canadian researcher, outlines many of the key issues in immersion research in his 2004 

article entitled, “What do we know about bilingual education for majority language students?” 

While the purpose of Lapkin et al.’s study was to set an agenda for future immersion research, 

Genesee’s article provides an overview of what researchers have learned about bilingual 

education for majority language students in the past 50 years.  

Genesee outlines seven key aspects in his framework: language development and 

academic achievement, focus on form or meaning, age, time, students at-risk, language typology 

and multilingual education. A number of these aspects are similar to Lapkin et al.’s (1990) 

framework, though described using different terms. For example, Genesee’s exploration of 

language development and academic achievement includes similar components to Lapkin et al.’s 

discussion of academic and linguistic outcomes, as both refer to L1 development, L2 acquisition, 

and content knowledge. Genesee’s focus on form or meaning matches with Lapkin et al.’s 

discussion of the effects of analytical and experiential approaches. While the frameworks have 

much in common, Genesee’s does not include some of the variables identified in Lapkin et al.’s 

version, which are important to this study. For example, Genesee’s framework does not include 

any research regarding the role of teachers in bilingual education. As the purpose of this study 

was to explore the perspectives of teachers and students, Genesee’s framework was not suitable 

as it does not include any variables related to teachers. As well, some of his variables were not 

applicable to this study. His framework includes multilingual education, which does not apply to 
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TPBS’s bilingual context. While Genesee’s framework did not fit as well with the purpose of this 

study and was therefore not a suitable choice for the guiding theoretical framework, the recent 

research he discusses informed the constructs for this study and addresses the potential limitation 

of using Lapkin et al.’s framework.  

Lapkin et al.’s (1990) framework guided this study as it identifies key areas on which to 

focus within immersion education. The framework also provides the structure for this literature 

review. The review begins with teaching and learning process variables which provide an 

overview of some of the key aspects of teaching and learning within an immersion program. The 

next section outlines the mediating variables, which include program type, learner 

characteristics, teacher characteristics and teacher education. In this section, the literature review 

focuses on the role each of these variables play in influencing the process of teaching and 

learning. Finally, the review covers the product variables which consider the research associated 

with some of the key outcomes of immersion programs. In each section, the review focuses on 

research related to the aspects that are the most pertinent to this study’s purpose which was to 

explore the relationship between TPBS’ program, teacher and learner characteristics, and the 

process of teaching and learning English within the TPBS immersion program. While all aspects 

of Lapkin et al.’s framework informed this study, the teaching and learning process variables and 

the mediating variables played a larger role and are therefore the focus of this review. 

Teaching and Learning Processes 

According to Lapkin et al.’s (1990) framework, teaching and learning processes variables 

include: integrating content and language, language of instruction, use of best practices, and 

experiential and analytical approaches.  
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Integration of Content and Language 

According to Lapkin et al. (1990) the integration of content and language is one of the 

defining characteristics of immersion programs. This has typically been accomplished through 

the use of the second language as the language of instruction, instead of treating it as a separate 

subject, as is more typical in ESL programs. In immersion programs, language instruction is 

integrated with content and the mastery of content is seen as equally or more important than the 

mastery of the language (Genesee, 1994). There are a variety of approaches to integrating 

content and language, which Met (1998) describes along a continuum of language-driven to 

content-driven, with total immersion seen as the epitome of the content-driven approach. This 

integration which defines immersion programs leads to a number of benefits for L2 acquisition, 

including: considerable language learning in content classes as students use language to talk 

about non-language related issues (Genesee), and authentic language opportunities for students 

as language is required to access and apply the content (Met). Met also describes the approach as 

time-effective, as students are learning language at the same time as content, as opposed to 

traditional L2 approaches which require separate time in the schedule for language and content 

courses.  

While researchers agree on the benefits of the integration for language and content 

learning, it is important to note that there is a great deal of debate surrounding the actual 

implementation of this approach, including how to determine which content to teach through the 

second language. Met outlines a number of the factors contributing to this decision, such as 

determining the importance of the content versus the learning goals and then finding a match 

between them. As well, Tedick et al. (2011) claim immersion teachers often do not understand 

the relationship between content and language, and if they do, they lack a systematic approach to 
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their integration. An early study by de Mejía (2002) confirmed this trend, as she presented results 

from a questionnaire about common classroom problems completed by seventy teachers working 

in elite bilingual schools. Teachers indicated a great deal of uncertainty on how to integrate 

content and language effectively. While the combination of content and language instruction are 

considered one of the defining features of immersion programs, many questions remain 

regarding the best approach for their integration within the classroom. 

Language of Instruction 

Lapkin et al. (1990) state that a second defining characteristic of immersion programs is 

language of instruction. Immersion programs have traditionally made clear distinctions between 

the use of the instructional languages. Even though many researchers believe that immersion 

teachers should be bilingual (Genesee, 2004; Johnson & Swain, 1997), they continue to support a 

policy of language separation within the classroom. This theory purports teachers should not 

engage in language-switching, flipping back and forth between languages within one sentence or 

conversation, but should use one language per lesson or interaction (Ramirez, 1986). Teachers 

should avoid concurrent translation, as students are likely to tune out their L2 and just listen to 

L1 (De Jong, 2002), and instead should establish sustained periods of monolingual instruction.  

In comparison to the traditional policy of separation of instructional languages, other 

researchers argue that students benefit from the intermixing of the languages. Gort and Pontier 

(2013) claim parallel or dual monolingualsim does not reflect real-life bilingualism, and argue in 

support of translanguaging in which students and teachers mix languages. They state accessing 

both languages at the same time is an important skill that supports student learning. In order to 

investigate this belief, they conducted an ethnographic study looking at two Spanish-English 

two-way pre-school classrooms in the United States that followed a policy of language 
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separation, though in two different ways. Each classroom had two bilingual teachers but in one 

classroom both teachers spoke English in the morning and Spanish in the afternoon and in the 

other classroom, they followed a one-teacher/one-language model, where one teacher spoke in 

English and the other in Spanish. They found that in both types of classrooms, while the teachers 

used the designated language the majority of the time, they at times would switch to the non-

designated language. One common practice in the one-teacher/one-language classroom was the 

use of tandem talk where the teachers would carry on a bilingual conversation with each other, 

one speaking in English and the other responding in Spanish so all students were able to follow 

at least parts of the conversation, and more advanced students were challenged to understand 

both languages concurrently. In both classrooms, the teachers used code-switching, speaking in 

their designated language except for the use of one or two specific vocabulary words from the 

other language. Through tandem talk and code-switching, the teachers modelled real-life 

bilingual behaviours and made their language accessible to all learners. The study provides 

evidence of translanguaging as a useful pedagogical strategy, and therefore questions the policy 

of language separation. While there are interesting implications within the immersion classroom 

for translanguaging, the study contains only anecdotal evidence of the benefit of this strategy, 

and more research must be done to provide an empirical basis of its long-term impact on literacy 

achievement.  

While Lapkin et al.’s (1990) framework focuses on language use by teachers, other 

studies explore language use by students in immersion classrooms. Broner and Tedick (2011) 

outline a number of different reasons which have been shown to influence students’ language 

choice, including the intercolutor effect, type of task and content, social versus academic use, 

gender, social networks, context, teacher and parents’ attitudes, and students’ identification with 
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the language. To explore some of these factors further, they conducted a mixed method study in 

a Grade 5 early total Spanish immersion program in the United States. They found students were 

more likely to use the target language (Spanish) either when speaking to the teacher or when the 

teacher was close by, when they were engaged in tasks with a clear language goal regardless of 

the actual topic, when they had to produce something in the target language, and when involved 

in on-task discussions. Broner and Tedicks’ study outlines a variety of complex reasons why 

students choose to speak in each language in the immersion classroom. 

In a preliminary study based on observational and interview data, Tarone and Swain 

(1995) also explored student language patterns in immersion classrooms. They found that as 

students progressed through an immersion program, they began to use less of their second 

language, especially in social interactions within the classroom. They stated this change 

generally happened in Grades 3 and 4, and they proposed it was related to the diglossic nature of 

immersion classrooms, as the second language became associated with the formal academic 

language and the native language with informal social language. They proposed younger 

students were less concerned with impressing their peers, so they focused on communicating 

their message, regardless of how they sounded, in their second language. Again, the context of 

this study does not fit perfectly, as it drew from immersion classrooms in Canada and the United 

States, where program, learner and teacher characteristics may differ significantly from 

Honduras, but it does present an alternative explanation for the use of languages by students in 

immersion classrooms. 

Spezzini (2005) conducted a study in an English immersion school in Paraguay to 

explore patterns of language use by students. She gathered data through language learning 

histories, group interviews, self-perceived proficiency ratings and questionnaires from 34 native-



25 

 

 

Spanish speaking Grade 12 students. Most students indicated they primarily used Spanish with 

their classmates, though they did use English for other purposes, such as for reading and writing. 

The Grade 12 students believed the school could do little to encourage them to speak English at 

school, as they felt it was not possible to counteract the strong influence of not wanting to speak 

English to their Spanish-speaking peers. Students perceived their English speaking skills to be 

low, even though 85% of students were rated by native-raters as relatively easy to understand. 

This self-perception may have further limited their desire to speak in English. While the sample 

size was small and it only included students from one school, it is important as it considers the 

use of immersion students in a school system which share more similarities with TPBS than 

immersion programs in Canada or the United States.  

Use of Best Practices 

The use of best practices is the third important aspect of immersion programs outlined by 

Lapkin et al. (1990). Often, the emphasis on immersion programs has been on how much time is 

spent in the language of instruction. While quantity of language input is important, the quality of 

instruction and the integration of best practices may be a better determinant of student learning 

than simply the amount of time spent in the target language (Genesee, 2004; Tong, Lara-Alecio, 

Irby, Mathes & Kwok, 2008). Tong et al. conducted an experimental study in the United States 

that measured both the impact of language of instruction and instructional practices, on a sample 

of 534 students in kindergarten and Grade 1 classrooms. The students were Spanish-speaking 

students who were already enrolled in a Transitional Bilingual or a Structured Immersion 

program. Each classroom was randomly assigned to either receive the enhanced research-based 

instruction or receive typical instruction. The enhanced instructional practices focused on 

improving English proficiency, and included daily tutorials using a content area curriculum 
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designed for second language learners, whole-group storytelling and higher order thinking 

activities and a teacher-led oral language activity. The students were assessed using the 

Woodcock Language Proficiency Battery-Revised and the researchers found that the research-

based instructional practices accelerated oral English acquisition, regardless of the language of 

instruction. This study questions the emphasis on language of instruction as the key determinant 

for the success of immersion students, and instead emphasizes type of instruction as contributing 

to the rate of language acquisition. As demonstrated in Tong et al.’s study, the use of research-

based instruction practices in immersion programs is a vital determinant of students’ literacy 

achievements. 

Another aspect of best practices which has been identified as important in the immersion 

context is the use of a variety of grouping practices to encourage student interaction. Cooperative 

learning is an approach that promotes talking amongst students and can be used for students to 

explore analytical aspects of language together. Klingner and Vaughn (2000) investigated the use 

of cooperative learning in a Grade 5 English-only classroom in the United States where 95% of 

the students spoke Spanish at home. In the study, the students worked together in small groups to 

apply specific reading strategies to aid in comprehension of a content-area text. Through an 

analysis of the groups’ conversations, the researchers found that the students spent a majority of 

time engaged in an academic discussion of the texts. Students also demonstrated a strong ability 

to help each other in applying the strategies and clarifying unknown vocabulary words, using 

both first and second languages effectively. The study also found that cooperative learning led to 

increased scores on pre and post English vocabulary tests of the material studied. The researchers 

identified the role of the teacher in clearly explaining to students how the procedure worked and 

in ongoing monitoring of student participation as one element linked to the success of the 
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intervention. This study indicates the importance of teachers using grouping strategies which 

encourage students to engage in authentic language interactions with each other, as opposed to 

the teacher spending the majority of the time talking or students working individually. While this 

experiment did not take place in an identified immersion classroom, almost all students were 

learning English through subject content and the study is therefore valuable, if not limited by its 

small sample size of one classroom. The variety of best practices is extensive and a key aspect in 

the exploration of the teaching and learning process in immersion classrooms. 

Fortune (2000) presents an extensive guideline, entitled, “Immersion Teaching Strategies 

Observation Checklist” which outlines seven key pedagogical goals for immersion teachers, 

including: integration of content, language and culture, attending to continuous language growth 

and accuracy, making input comprehensible, creating a L2-rich learning environment, using 

teaching talk effectively, promoting extended student input and attending to diverse learner 

needs. For each section, Fortune outlines specific strategies for teachers to employ in order to 

meet these goals. While this checklist is based on classrooms in the United States, it provides 

excellent insight into strategies that are essential for quality instruction in immersion classrooms. 

Teaching Approaches 

Lapkin et al. (1990) outline two different approaches to teaching and learning which have 

traditionally be seen as dichotomous within the immersion context: experiential and analytical. 

The experiential approach (also referred to as the communicative approach) refers to the more 

traditional view in which teachers create a language-rich environment so students can experience 

their second language (Genesee, 1994; Johnson & Swain, 1997). Within this context, the focus 

for students’ language acquisition has not been on perfection in language use, but the ability to 

communicate (Genesee, 1994). Language forms, such as grammar, are taught as part of the 
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greater purpose of communication, not as unrelated or random topics (Genesee, 2004). In the 

experiential or communicative approach, students are provided with extended and meaningful 

opportunities to interact with their second language (Day & Shapson, 2001; Genesee, 1994). Yet, 

immersion students are often given less opportunities to speak or to initiate language with others 

than in an L1 classroom, even though this is a key determinant of their literacy achievement 

(Genesee, 1994). This is especially significant in the area of oral practice, which is one of the 

productive aspects of language where immersion students have typically demonstrated less 

achievement (Swain, 2005). Ramirez (1986) explored this imbalance in his study which looked 

at 70 kindergarten and Gr. 1 classrooms throughout the United States, including traditional 

immersion, early-exit and late-exit bilingual programs. In each of the different programs, the 

students’ first language was Spanish and the instructional languages were English and Spanish. 

Ramirez found approximately 70% of classroom utterances were from teachers, where students 

talked only 30% of the time, providing little opportunities for their language development. 

Ramirez also noted that very few teachers used expansion or clarification strategies to have 

students explain more clearly their message, even though this would have been a successful 

strategy. One of the most important factors in immersion programs is providing opportunities for 

students to talk, and avoid solely teacher-led discussions through effective questioning 

techniques, yet these aspects are often neglected in immersion classrooms.  

While a wealth of research has shown the positive impact of the communicative 

approach, it has been criticized for not preparing students in the analytical aspects of language 

compared to native-language speakers (Genesee, 1994). Some of these identified weaknesses 

include: limited written and oral grammar skills (Cheng, 2012), restricted use of vocabulary and 

idiomatic expressions (Genesee, 1994), and limited productive language skills compared to 
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receptive (Swain, 2005). The analytical approach addresses these issues by focusing on students 

learning about language through breaking it down into parts (Lapkin et al., 1990). As part of her 

output hypothesis, Swain argues that teachers must begin pushing students beyond just 

communicating their message, to be able to do so in a way that is both grammatically correct and 

sociolinguisticaly appropriate. This reflects a movement within immersion pedagogy toward 

incorporating the analytical aspects of language within the traditional experiential approach.  

While most researchers agree that grammatical perfection is not likely an attainable goal 

for most immersion students, many have identified grammar instruction as one of the missing 

elements within the communicative approach. Traditionally, grammar has been seen as only 

important as a means to facilitate expression (Genesee, 1994) yet various studies have identified 

that immersion students often struggle with grammatical skills, even though they are functionally 

fluent in their second language (Swain, 2005). In an experimental study of twelve Gr. 7 French 

immersion classrooms in Canada, Day and Shapson (2001) developed specific instructional 

materials to teach the conditional form, one grammatical concept that has been identified as 

difficult for second language learners. The instructional approach included various strategies, 

such as the creation of natural situations to practice the conditional form, as well as a group and 

self-evaluations to develop metalinguistic awareness. The materials integrated concepts from 

other subjects, and used group work to promote learning. The classes were randomly assigned to 

experimental and control groups, and were matched for student ability and socioeconomic 

factors, as well as the language proficiency and experience of the teachers, and showed no 

significant difference on the pre-test. The teachers used the instructional materials over the 

course of 6 weeks, and gave pre and post-tests, as well as a follow-up test at the end of the school 

year on the conditional form. The testing included a cloze passage, a written composition, and an 
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oral interview for some randomly selected students. Day and Shapson found that form-focused 

instruction had a significant positive impact on the writing of the experimental group, in both the 

post and follow-up testing. In speaking, students in the experimental group also showed 

consistent growth, though there was not a statistically significant difference over the control 

group. Class I’s teacher’s regular approach fell closely in line with the experimental group, and 

included grammatical instruction, with many opportunities for students to practice orally and 

through written exercises. Class I also showed marked improvement, echoing the improvement 

of the Experimental group, and in contrast to the slower growth of the control group. This 

indicates that the Experimental classes and Class I’s growth was likely a reflection of their 

shared instructional approaches, emphasizing explicit instruction and extended opportunities to 

practice, and less a reflection of the specific materials developed for the Experimental group. 

This experiment provides strong evidence in support of the inclusion of focused grammar 

instruction in the immersion classroom, in order to address this identified weakness in the 

communicative approach. 

Besides correct grammar, immersion students also have limited L2 vocabulary compared 

to their native-speaking peers (Genesee, 1994). Srimongkontip and Wiriyakarun (2014) 

conducted a study exploring the vocabulary knowledge of 104 Grade 12 students in an English 

immersion program in Thailand. They administered two tests to measure vocabulary size and 

depth and found less than 50% of students had sufficient vocabulary to meet the academic 

demands of studying academic subjects in English. They called for more explicit vocabulary 

instruction, especially pertaining to content vocabulary. While this study takes place in a 

different context than TPBS, it provides insight into vocabulary deficiencies in an international 

immersion program. This study also indicates simple exposure to vocabulary as part of the 
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communicative approach has not been sufficient; other methods are required to ensure adequate 

acquisition of vocabulary.  

In a quasi-experimental study conducted in two-way bilingual and mainstream 

classrooms with second language learners throughout the United States, Carlo, August, 

McLaughlin, Snow, Dressler, Lippman, and White (2004) found that both first and second 

language students benefited from the combination of instruction on specific chosen vocabulary 

words, as well as teaching of various vocabulary strategies such as using context to infer 

meaning, cognate use, and morphological analysis. The researchers used various methods to 

assess the effectiveness of the intervention including: cloze passages to assess reading 

comprehension, word mastery test of the specific vocabulary words taught each week, word 

association task, and morphology task. Though the researchers did find a high variance between 

the different sites, their results showed the experimental groups scored higher on both the 

vocabulary and reading comprehension assessments, in comparison to the control groups. While 

this study was not conducted in an immersion environment, the same principles of direct word 

instruction, coupled with vocabulary strategies, could be part of the solution for addressing the 

weak vocabulary of many immersion students.  

While the above studies demonstrate the importance of including instruction related to 

grammar and vocabulary, Lyster (1994) conducted a study using the analytic approach to teach 

sociolinguistic competence, another identified weakness of immersion students. Sociolinguistic 

competence is the ability to both recognize and produce language that is appropriate for the 

context. For this experiment, Lyster developed instructional materials to be used in five different 

Grade 8 French Immersion classrooms in Canada (three experimental and two control) to help 

students understand the varied use of language based on formal versus informal scenarios. The 



32 

 

 

teachers used a variety of techniques, including explicit instruction, role playing, peer correction, 

writing and reading activities and cooperative learning. To measure the impact, Lyster conducted 

pre, post and delayed post-tests, which found that the experimental groups demonstrated 

significant improvement from the pre- to the post and delayed post-tests, while the control 

groups did not make major gains. He found explicit instruction was the most effective approach, 

as well as the inclusion of cooperative learning activities. Lyster also identified teacher feedback 

as important, indicating in the Experimental group teachers encouraged students to be more 

precise in their use of words, to use more appropriate language by reflecting on their choice of 

words and to ask clarifying and extension questions. This finding is in line with Swain’s (2005) 

claim that teachers play a key role in the feedback they provide to students, and they must move 

toward pushing students to communicate in correct and appropriate ways. Lyster’s study 

supports the finding that explicit instruction and teacher feedback are important aspects of the 

analytical approach.  

While traditionally the analytical and experiential approaches have been viewed as 

dichotomous, there are a number of strategies which provide opportunities for students to engage 

in authentic language tasks, while exploring the analytical aspects of language. Lapkin et al. 

(1990), argue that students would benefit from a balance of the two approaches. One example of 

an effective technique to promote student talk and incorporate aspects of analytical language is 

the use of a dictogloss. In a qualitative study of a Grade 8 immersion classroom in Toronto, 

Kowal and Swain (1997) evaluated the use of this technique, where a short text was read to 

students, while they took notes on the text. Students then met in small groups to attempt to 

reconstruct the text, and shared the different versions with the rest of the class. The strategy led 

to a great deal of student discussion surrounding grammar, spelling and meaning. Through 
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talking to their small group, students realized that they did not understand certain aspects of the 

text and tried to problem solve together. Students worked with language within a meaningful 

context and decided for themselves the key questions they needed to address, instead of this 

being mandated by the teacher. Students provided feedback to each other though there was a 

final group discussion at the end where the teacher clarified any remaining issues, as at times the 

students gave each other incorrect feedback. While the study demonstrated the effectiveness of 

the dictogloss technique within one immersion classroom, the lack of specific outcome data 

limits its generalizability to other classrooms. It does provide further anecdotal evidence of the 

importance of providing opportunities for students to practice their oral language skills and 

discuss the analytical aspects of language with their peers. 

While some immersion programs and researchers have been reticent to include the 

analytical aspect of language, the reviewed studies provide clear evidence for a balanced 

approach, including aspects of the experiential and analytical approaches. The experiential 

approach has been successful in many areas, but the inclusion of instruction related to 

vocabulary, grammar and sociolinguistic competence would address many of its identified 

weaknesses. The analytical components should be seen as an important complement to the 

experiential aspects of language already included in immersion programs.  

Mediating Variables 

Lapkin et al. (1990) identify mediating variables in their framework as program type, and 

learner and teacher characteristics.  

Program Type 

According to Lapkin et al. (1990), program type generally refers to the grade in which the 

immersion program begins and the percentage of instructional time spent in each language. In 
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terms of beginning grade, generally programs are classified as Early for a Kindergarten or Grade 

1 start, Middle for a Grade 4 or 5 start and Late for beginning in Grades 6, 7 or 8 (Lapkin et al., 

1990). A number of studies argue that students who begin learning a second language earlier are 

more likely to achieve native-like fluency, as early immersion programs take advantage of the 

unique metalinguistic, psycholinguistic and cognitive capacities of young children (Genesee, 

1987). In support of an early starting age, some studies show a potential negative impact of 

waiting to begin an immersion program until a later grade. In a longitudinal study conducted in a 

Hong Kong high school with over 12,000 students, Marsh, Hau and Kong (2000) found late 

immersion programs which began instruction in English in Grade 7 had a strong negative impact 

on content area subjects (history, geography and science) and a small negative impact on 

mathematics. Marsh et al. found a reduced negative impact on students that began the program 

with some English proficiency. These results must be interpreted and applied with caution as the 

linguistic differences between Chinese and English would be considered greater than between 

French and English or Spanish and English, where a great deal of the other immersion research 

has taken place. Marsh et al. also found the negative impact decreased over time which may 

indicate that by the end of high school student achievement in content areas in late immersion 

programs may be comparable with early immersion programs.  

In contrast to early immersion proponents, Cummins’ (1980) influential Common 

Underlying Proficiency theory states that knowledge and proficiency in one language transfer 

and therefore strengthen the other language which supports a later starting grade for immersion 

programs. This theory states that young children who have not attained high levels of L1 

proficiency will likely see limited L1 development in immersion programs. A later starting grade 

for immersion programs allows students to first develop L1 proficiency, and then benefit from 
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the transfer of these skills to their L2 development. To explore this theory, Feinauer, Hall-

Kenyon and Davison (2013) conducted a study in the United States with Kindergarten and Grade 

1 students in a two-way immersion program. 174 students participated in the study of which 

55.1% spoke English as a fist language and 44.8% spoke Spanish. Depending on their linguistic 

background, each student received all literacy instruction in their first language except for 35 

minutes/day of second language oral instruction. The students were assessed in both their first 

and second languages using the Woodcock-Johnson III achievement battery. The study found 

evidence of transfer effects from L1 to L2 for both groups and on most measures of the test and 

provides support for the primarily L1 literacy instruction in the earliest grades. As the study was 

conducted in a two-way immersion program, the results may not be applicable to a traditional 

immersion program where students have little exposure to the L2 outside of the classroom. In 

traditional immersion contexts, thirty-five minutes of oral language support may not provide a 

sufficient amount of exposure to allow for the transfer of literacy skills and acquisition of their 

second language.  

In his overview, Genesee (2004) identifies a number of key issues within this debate 

based on a number of studies. He describes studies which support the more traditional belief that 

there is an optimal language learning period when students are young, as well as the rapid gains 

which have been shown in later immersion programs. Genesee’s main argument is that both 

early and late immersion programs can be successful depending on the type and quality of 

instruction received and the resources available, both in terms of instructional materials and 

qualified personnel. He argues that the decisions regarding an early, middle or late immersion 

program should be based upon the specific needs of the school community. 
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The other key aspect of program type is the amount of instructional time spent in each 

language. According to Lapkin et al. (1990), this may range from 50-100% and may change 

within programs over time. The percentage of time in each instructional language is a key factor 

as it impacts the language students choose to employ within the classroom. Ramirez’s (1986) 

study found that student language patterns tend to reflect teacher language patterns. Ramirez 

quantified the amount of time teachers and students used each language and found that in 

immersion programs, kindergarten teachers used English on average 92.5% of the time, and the 

students used it 93% of the time. In comparison, in early-exit classrooms, teachers used English 

about 64% of the time, and students used it 68% of the time, even though in all classrooms, 

students were allowed to speak in either language. Formal language assessments were not 

conducted prior to the students entering the programs, so a plausible rival hypothesis would be 

that the students in the immersion programs were already more proficient in English, which 

determined their decision to speak in English over Spanish. While this rival hypothesis is 

important to consider, the clear patterns in Ramirez’s study points to a relationship between the 

instructional language and students’ classroom language use, though a correlational relationship 

cannot be directly established. 

In an experimental study conducted in the United States, Durán et al. (2010) further 

explored the question of the amount of time spent in each instructional language. Their study 

investigated the impact of a Transitional Bilingual Education (TBE) versus an English-only 

immersion pre-school classroom for Spanish-speaking children. The report was based on the first 

year of a 3 year study in which the TBE classroom employed 100% Spanish instruction. The 

researchers included controls for various independent variables, including teaching experience 

and education, classroom resources, schedules and instruction. To measure literacy development, 
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the researchers administered Spanish and English versions of standardized tests at the beginning 

and end of the school year, including: Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test, Woodcock-Muñoz 

Language Survey-Revised Early Literacy Individual Growth and Development Indicators. Based 

on these measures, the report found the TBE model supported Spanish literacy development, 

without having a negative impact on English-language development in comparison to the 100% 

English-only immersion classroom. It is possible the TBE program was more beneficial than the 

English-only program for these students, as they had not yet received enough L1 exposure prior 

to entering the program to benefit from English-only instruction, as explained in Cummins’ 

(1980) common underlying proficiency theory. Yet, the study does provide support for the 

importance of ongoing L1 instruction versus 100% L2 instruction. In both the Ramirez (1986) 

and Durán et al. (2010) studies, the percentage of time spent in each instructional language 

impacted the students’ use and acquisition of the language and is therefore an important variable 

when considering program characteristics.  

Genesee’s (2004) overview of bilingual research also identifies time as an important 

factor, with students tending to acquire higher levels of L2 proficiency in total immersion 

programs, compared to partial. Yet, Genesee indicates this is not a linear relationship, and there 

are lower and upper limits to this impact. He provides the example on the lower end of the 

difference between 20 to 30 minutes in a second language as likely making little difference in 

language acquisition. On the upper end, he cites studies which have found that increases in time 

in second language have not always significantly increased second language gains. Genesee also 

indicates that intensity may be a closely related factor, as students who have received more 

concentrated L2 exposure have shown higher proficiency, even if the overall time is less 

compared to other groups. 
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While much of immersion research has focused on the division between the languages, in 

his overview of elite bilingual programs in Latin America, Hamel (2008) argues for a much more 

integrated approach. He states that in order to be successful, bilingual programs need to organize 

themselves around a curriculum that integrates the two languages, and provides opportunities for 

multiple transfers of knowledge and competencies between them. Hamel argues while a few 

schools in this region are addressing these issues, the majority of schools actually function as two 

separate schools, with each language following a different curriculum, with little coordination of 

teaching strategies and minimal communication between the programs. de Mejía and Montes 

Rodríguez (2008) describe a similar pattern in most bilingual schools in Colombia, as most 

schools separate subjects between Spanish and English, and do not consider any cross-over 

between the two languages.  

Learner Characteristics 

Lapkin et al. (1990) include age, linguistic background and socioeconomic status as some 

of the potential learner characteristics which may impact immersion programs. For the purpose 

of this study, linguistic background, as well as students’ motivation to learn English and their 

willingness to communicate will be included as learning characteristics. The applicable literature 

regarding age has been dealt with in the prior section on program type which considered the 

impact of various starting ages of immersion programs. In terms of linguistic background, most 

research has been conducted on immersion programs has typically focused on native English 

speakers learning French in Canada, Spanish-speaking students learning English in the United 

States, students from various backgrounds learning English in Asia and students learning 

multiple languages in Europe. Some immersion research has begun to explore majority language 

immersion programs in South America, but the research specific to Central America has focused 
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primarily on indigenous programs. While the linguistic background of most students in bilingual 

schools in Honduras, and specifically at TPBS, differs compared to most immersion research, 

these students still fit Johnson and Swain’s (1997) description of the prototypical immersion 

student as having no prior second language before entering the program and very little formal 

exposure to it outside of the immersion classroom. The question of students’ L1 proficiency is 

important to explore, as much of immersion research has been based upon Cummins’ (1980) 

Common Underlying Proficiency, but there has been very little research to show whether a lack 

of L1 proficiency will limit the development of L2 acquisition in immersion programs (Genesee, 

2004). In a country like Honduras, which has been shown to have very low levels of education, a 

lower level of L1 proficiency may be present and impact L2 acquisition. 

Two other important aspects of learner characteristics are students’ motivation and 

willingness to communicate in their second language. MacIntyre, Baker, Clément, and Donovan 

(2002) defined willingness to communicate as a personality-based predisposition toward or away 

from communication, which includes aspects such as language anxiety and perceived 

competence. In their study, motivation referred to students’ desire and attitude toward learning a 

second language. They explored the relationship between motivation and willingness to 

communicate through a quantitative investigation of Grade 7, 8 and 9 students in a late French 

Immersion junior high school in Nova Scotia. Through the use of a questionnaire, they found 

students’ willingness and frequency of communication in French (L2) increased from Grades 7 

to 9, even though their actual motivation decreased. They also found the difference between the 

students’ willingness to communicate in English and French narrowed over time, indicating both 

an increased willingness to use French as their competence grew, as well as a correlation 

between willingness to communicate in their first language and their second. MacIntyre et al. 
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provide a number of possible explanations for the decrease in the students’ motivation, linking it 

to developmental stages or novelty of the late immersion program wearing off over time. While 

this study may provide some insight into the relationship between motivation and willingness to 

communicate, it is important to note it is in a very different context than TPBS program. It takes 

place in a late immersion program in Canadian junior high school. In this context, it is possible 

students do not view proficiency in their second language as key to their future economic 

success, in the same way students may in Honduras, and therefore they may not have the same 

external motivators. As well, since it is a late immersion program, students begin the program at 

a developmental stage when they may be very concerned about how they appear in front of their 

peers, compared to students at TPBS who begin learning a second language at 4 years old, when 

peer influence is significantly less. Though it is set in a different context, this study presents 

individual motivation and willingness to communicate as two important learner characteristics to 

be explored in this study. 

The question of students’ willingness to communicate was also explored in an article 

about Academia Los Pinares (ALP), an international school which has been in operation in 

Honduras since 1964 and currently has 800 students (Academia). It follows a U.S.A. curriculum 

and approximately half of ALP graduates attend colleges and universities in the United States of 

America (Academia). At ALP, while English is the primary instructional language and the 

school policy is for students to use English during class time, even upper high school students 

still do not feel completely comfortable conversing in the classroom in English (Hooley, 2005). 

Hooley claims their reticence is not a reflection of a cultural social norm, as Honduran students 

are very expressive and verbal within the classroom, just not in the English language. While this 

article refers to an international school, and not necessarily an immersion program, it is one of 
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the few articles that refers to learner characteristics of Honduran students in bilingual schools. 

The students’ reticence to use English in the classroom at ALP may be reflected in other 

immersion schools in Honduras, like TPBS. 

In Spezzini’s (2005) study, participants noted the role of their own motivation as key in 

their success as language learners. Most indicated a high level of motivation for learning English, 

but their motivation was directly linked to an instrumental purpose, either for their future 

schooling or career. Spezzini notes that while students recognized the advantages of learning 

English for their future, they did not necessarily see an immediate connection to their current 

lives. Results from de Mejía’s (2002) study echoed this finding, as participants linked students’ 

low motivation to learn English to no immediate need for it in their current daily lives, especially 

in cases where their teachers and classmates spoke the majority languages. Teachers believed 

because students did not see a need for the target language in their current lives, they did not 

become proficient, even after many years in an immersion program. 

Genesee (2004) identified other learner characteristics to be considered, such as academic 

ability, socioeconomic status, and ethnicity. He found students with at-risk factors in these areas 

were not disadvantaged by participating in immersion programs compared to similar students in 

L1 programs and made significant gains in second language proficiency. This study therefore did 

not explore these factors as Genesee showed they did not have a large impact on student success 

in immersion programs compared to other factors such as age, motivation and willingness to 

communicate. 

Teacher Characteristics 

The next type of mediating variable included in Lapkin et al.’s (1990) framework is 

teacher characteristics which include proficiency in L1 and L2, teaching experience and 
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education and training. According to Johnson and Swain (1997), immersion teachers should be 

bilingual, in order to provide students with support in both languages. Tedick et al. (2011) argue 

as well for high language proficiency of the teacher in the immersion language, as they say at 

times hired teachers are not proficient enough. As well, bilingual teachers’ use of both languages 

can be a contentious issue, as was explored in the language of instruction and program type 

sections of this literature review. de Mejía et al. (2008) state many international administrators 

prefer to hire monolingual teachers because of concerns that bilingual teachers will use students’ 

first language instead of the target language. Banfi et al. (2008) argue teachers should be highly 

proficient in their instructional language, as well as have some knowledge of the other language 

in a bilingual program so they can help students make connections between both languages, as 

well as communicate with their colleagues, though they state monolingual teachers are very 

common in elite bilingual schools in Argentina. 

Johnson and Swain (1997) believe that immersion teachers require a higher level of 

professional expertise, as well as a stronger commitment to promoting bilingualism than teachers 

in other program models. Tong et al.’s (2008) experimental study on immersion programs with 

Spanish-language learners in the United States also shows the importance of qualified teachers, 

as the quality of instruction reflects the training of the teachers and paraprofessionals in the 

classroom. Tedick et al. (2011) also argues for consideration of teachers’ pedagogical skills, not 

just language proficiency, as important to supporting program goals. Montague (1997) furthers 

the centrality of bilingual teacher training, stating that is it the most important aspect to consider 

when creating an immersion program. In reference to bilingual programs in Argentina, Banfi et 

al. (2008) argue that teachers should be knowledgeable and competent in the following areas: 

languages and cultures involved, content, pedagogical knowledge and bilingualism and bilingual 
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education. While teacher training has been identified as important, according to de Mejía et al. 

(2008), in the case of Colombia, few schools are concerned about the teachers’ knowledge about 

bilingual education, and instead assume language proficiency in the target language subsumes 

teaching proficiency. 

The language background, teaching experience, education and training of immersion 

teachers have been identified as important, but they may play an even larger role at TPBS, as it 

has identified difficulty with recruiting certified and experienced teachers and also hires teachers 

from a variety of language backgrounds.  

Teacher Education 

In Lapkin et al.’s (1990) original framework, they identify Teacher Education as a 

separate section, which includes: adaptation of new instructional practices to the immersion 

context, design of preservice and inservice programs and teacher supply and qualifications. For 

this literature review, instructional practices and teacher qualifications are discussed in the 

teaching/learning process variables and mediating variables sections respectively. The other 

sections are not pertinent to the Honduran context, and are therefore not addressed in this 

literature review. 

Product Variables 

Lapkin et al.’s (1990) framework includes two major sections within product variables: a) 

academic and linguistic outcomes and b) social and psychological issues.  

Academic and Linguistic Outcomes 

According to Lapkin et al. (1990), academic and linguistic outcomes include effects on 

first and second language, cognitive processes, and content knowledge. Research has shown 

immersion programs promote fluency in a second language, without a negative impact on either 
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the native language or content knowledge (Genesee, 1994). While immersion programs support 

L1 and L2 linguistic development, it is important to note that systemic weaknesses have been 

noted including lack of native like proficiency, especially in speaking and writing, and less 

grammatical and sociolinguistical accuracy (Tedick et al., 2011). As well, students are likely to 

have higher academic language proficiency compared to their ability to use their second 

language in informal social situations (Abello-Contesse et al., 2013). 

Cummins’ (1980) Common Underlying Proficiency theory describes how knowledge and 

proficiency in one language transfer and therefore strengthen the other language. Cummins 

(1992) further strengthens the understanding of this relationship in a later work where he referred 

to the Ramirez report (Ramírez, Pasta, Yuen, Ramey & Billings, 1991), an 8 year study 

comparing Latino elementary students in the United States involved in three different types of 

bilingual programs: English immersion (almost exclusively English), early exit bilingual, and 

late exit bilingual. The study showed bilingual (Spanish-English) instruction had a positive 

impact on the overall academic prospects of students as well as linguistic development compared 

to their peers who received English-only instruction. The study found that bilingual instruction 

enhanced students’ educational and cognitive development through a transfer of literacy related 

knowledge and skills between the two languages. This study built upon the seminal study on the 

cognitive effects of bilingualism conducted by Peal and Lambert (1962) which found that 

bilinguals outperformed their monolingual peers on both verbal and nonverbal measures, 

demonstrating higher levels of mental flexibility, diversified cognitive abilities and 

conceptualization. While research has demonstrated a number of linguistic and cognitive benefits 

of immersion education, weaknesses have also been noted in second language achievement 

compared to native language peers. 
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Social Psychological Issues 

Lapkin et al. (1990) identify social and psychological issues as the second aspect of 

product variables, which in their case refers to attitudes of immersion students toward their 

Francophone peers and the potential impacts of their interactions with Francophones on their 

motivation to learn and use French. This variable also includes questions regarding equality of 

access to French immersion programs, especially based on socioeconomic status and for students 

with exceptionalities. While these product variables have been identified as key in the success of 

immersion programs, this study focuses on L2 (English) achievement, with some investigation of 

content achievement and L2 (Spanish) achievement as well.  

Conclusion 

Research in immersion programs is extensive, yet there have been scarce studies of 

immersion programs in Central America. This study addressed this gap by exploring the 

relationships between mediating variables, including TPBS’ program, teacher and learner 

characteristics, and the process of teaching and learning English within the TPBS immersion 

program from both teachers’ and students’ perspectives. Lapkin et al.’s (1990) framework guides 

this study, while Genesee’s (2004) more recent framework adds depth to many of the sections 

above through a more recent review of the literature. Both Lapkin et al.’s and Genesee’s work 

provided the lens through which I conducted my research, outlined in the following chapter on 

methodology.  
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Chapter 3 

Methodology 

This chapter outlines the methodology used for this study, beginning with an explanation 

of the qualitative methodological framework and a conceptual map showing the overall research 

design in relationship to the research questions. The chapter continues with a detailed description 

of the components of the method including: participants, instruments, data collection and data 

analysis. The chapter concludes with considerations of trustworthiness and ethical concerns 

related to this study.  

Methodological Framework 

A qualitative approach was suitable for this study based on the exploratory nature of the 

research questions. A need has been identified in second language research for more qualitative 

open-ended inquiry, instead of surveys or forced-answer questions (Tse, 2000). Qualitative 

inquiry is also well-suited to the context-dependent nature of this study, which de Mejía (2002) 

identified as important in bilingual education research. Students’ viewpoints are especially 

important in bilingual education where a link has been established between students’ perceptions 

and their rates of second-language acquisition (Hamacher, 2007). This study was also guided by 

principles of student-centred research which emphasize the importance of allowing students’ 

voices to be heard in the issues that concern them (Clark, 2010). Along with the perspectives of 

students, teachers’ viewpoints on their experiences of teaching English are essential. Exploring 

both perspectives in one study are important as studies in second language acquisition have 

found a gap between student and teacher perceptions (Schulz, 1996). This study required a 
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multidimensional qualitative approach in order to explore the process of teaching and learning 

English from teachers’ and students’ perspectives. 

Research Design 

For this study, data were collected from four different sources: 1) student reflections, 2) 

student focus group interviews, 3) teacher individual and focus group interviews, and 4) 

classroom observations. The student focus group interviews and the teacher individual and focus 

group interviews were the main data sources, while the student reflections and classroom 

observations were considered supporting evidence. Interviews were selected as the main data 

sources as individual interviews allowed for an in-depth exploration of individual perspectives 

while focus group interviews allowed students and teachers to share about their experiences with 

their peers which provided further depth to the data.  

Figure 2 represents the multidimensional relationship between each of the research 

questions for this study and the identified variables from Lapkin et al.’s (1990) framework in 

relation to the data collected for this study. This study’s main focus was to explore the 

relationships between mediating variables represented by the green rectangles and teaching and 

learning process variables, as shown by the two red rectangles, and product variables, 

specifically academic and linguistic outcomes, represented by the large orange rectangle. The 

main data were collected to reflect both teachers’ and students’ perspective, which is represented 

by the blue rectangles on each side of the diagram. The left hand side shows the perspective of 

the students, through both focus group interviews (n=28) and student reflections (n=239). These 

data contributed to answering the first, third, fifth and sixth research question. On the right hand 

side, the blue rectangle represents the teachers’ perspectives (n=9) which were gathered through 

individual and focus group interviews. This data contributed to answering the second, fourth, 
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fifth and sixth research question. The classroom observations were represented separately by a 

yellow rectangle at the bottom, which contributed to answering the sixth research question, as 

well as allowed for synthesizing of the entire data set. The observations also provided contextual 

understanding of the classroom environment, as identified in a qualitative study conducted by 

Hamacher (2007) in a French Immersion classroom. The large orange rectangle around the 

outside of the diagram represents how the mediating and teaching and learning process variables 

contribute to academic and linguistic outcomes as part of the product variable. These variables 

were a component of all six research questions, and this type of data on academic and linguistic 

outcomes were collected through each of the four sources. 



49 

 

 

Figure 2 

Relationship between Research Questions and Theoretical Framework 
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Participants 

Teachers and students from TPBS were selected to participate in this study. For 

the student reflections, all students from Junior Kindergarten to Grade 11 with a signed 

Letter of Information/Consent completed a reflection. This allowed as many students as 

possible to participate in the study, which is an important cultural consideration in Latin 

American cultures that place a high value on community (Chin, 2001). In total, 239 

students completed a student reflection on their experience learning English. I also used 

the reflections to select participants for the student focus group interviews, purposefully 

selecting students based on responses that provided insight into my first, third, fifth and 

sixth research questions. I selected six to eight students for each of the following four 

groups: Grades 3-4, 5-6, 7-9, and 10-11, for a total of 28 students. The grade breakdown 

of these students is shown in Table 1. 

Table 1  

Student Focus Group Participants by Grade (n=28) 

 Focus Group 1  Focus Group 2  Focus Group 3  Focus Group 4 

 Gr. 3 Gr. 4  Gr. 5 Gr. 6  Gr. 7 Gr. 8 Gr. 9  Gr. 10 Gr. 11 

n 4 4  4 3  2 2 2  4 3 

 

These grades were selected for the focus group interviews as the Grades 3 to 11 

had more years of experience in the immersion program compared to younger grades and 

were above the suggested minimum age of eight years (Clark, 2010). I also used criterion 

sampling to select students based on their reflections according to the following criterion: 

1) a student at TPBS for at least one full academic year, 2) a variation of positive and 
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negative learning experiences, 3) a combination of English and Spanish responses to 

represent preferences for each language used, 4) those who identified specific stories or 

examples that influenced their experience, and 5) a balance of males and females, 

reflecting each grade’s gender demographics.  

For the teacher interviews, my original intent was to use purposeful criterion 

sampling to select between three to four current English teachers who had taught full-time 

for at least one year at TPBS to conduct individual interviews. Of the 9 English teachers 

who participated, only one met the above criteria. Therefore, I selected this teacher plus 

three additional teachers who had some short-term experience either teaching or assisting 

at TPBS. A number of other English teachers expressed interest in participating in the 

study. In order not to exclude them, all English teachers not participating in individual 

interviews were invited to participate in a focus group interview, of which five chose to 

participate. Only two English teachers chose not to participate in either a focus group or 

individual interview.  

Table 2 shows the educational background, teaching experience and the first 

language of the teachers that participated. Teacher education indicates whether a teacher 

had completed a teacher education program at the university level. Teacher experience 

refers to one or more years of full-time teaching experience prior to the current school 

year. Of the nine teachers interviewed, six spoke English as their first language and three 

spoke Spanish. Of the native Spanish speakers, all three considered themselves to be 

bilingual. The six native English speakers perceived their Spanish levels ranged from 

beginner to advanced.  
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Table 2  

Characteristics of Teacher Participants (n=9) 

 Teacher Education  No Teacher Education 

 Experienced Inexperienced  Experienced Inexperienced 

Spanish 0 0  0 3 

English 1 3  0 2 

 Table 3 shows the breakdown of teacher participants in regards to their teaching of 

either content classes, language classes or both types of classes. While the balance of 

content and language teachers could vary to a certain extent each year at TPBS depending 

on teaching load, generally, elementary teachers were either content or language teachers, 

as the language arts classes were taught by the homeroom teacher, and other classes, such 

as Science and Physical Education were taught by a different English teacher. In 

secondary, the division is less clear, as there was not a homeroom teacher and there were 

more content classes. In secondary, teachers were therefore more likely to teach both 

language and content courses. 

Table 3  

 Content and Language Teachers (n=9) 

 Elementary  Secondary 

 Content Language Both  Content Language Both 

N 0 4 0  2 1 2 

 

For classroom observations, I selected one elementary teacher and one high school 

teacher from the four teachers individually interviewed based on the following criterion: 

1) their students had participated in the focus group interviews, 2) the subjects and grade 
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levels they taught, and 3) signed Letters of Information/Consent from all students for at 

least one of the grade levels they taught.  

Instruments 

Student Reflections 

For the student reflections, a reflection prompt was created that asked students 

what they felt contributed to or limited their learning of English. The prompts were 

intentionally broad to allow for a wide range of both positive and negative experiences 

pertaining to their learning of English. The actual prompt was adapted based on the 

language level of the students and was provided to students in both English and Spanish 

for all grade levels (see Appendix A – Student Reflection Prompts). Students in Junior 

Kindergarten to Grade 1 were asked to respond to the prompt using pictures, while 

students in Grades 2 to 6 were asked to respond in pictures and/or words, and the students 

in Grades 7 to 11 were asked to respond only in words. For all grades, the prompt was 

provided in both English and Spanish. On the back of the papers, students filled in their 

names and how many years they had attended TPBS. This data contributed to answering 

the first, third, fifth and sixth research questions. 

Student Focus Group Interviews 

The student focus group interviews were guided by a two-part discussion guide 

(see Appendix B – Student Focus Group Interview Guide) and focused on the exploration 

of the first, third, fifth and sixth research questions. Section A contained short individual 

questions to explore learner characteristics (mediating variables as defined in the 

Literature Review, such as gender, age and linguistic background). Section B contained 

questions about other mediating variables including program characteristics (general 
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characteristics, starting grade and intensity) and learner characteristics (linguistic 

background and motivation to learn English). This section also contained questions 

regarding learning process variables, defined as the integration of content and language, 

language of instruction, the use of best practices, and the experiential and analytical 

approaches and the relationship between these learning process variables and learner and 

program characteristics. The questions built upon the most salient points from the student 

reflection prompts which allowed for questions related to the students’ experiences to 

ensure student engagement with the topic (Fargas-Malet, McSherry, Larkin, & Robinson, 

2010). The prepared questions were considered as a general guide, and not a set of 

structured questions to be uniformly addressed. This allowed the participants to share 

what they considered significant and to broach new, but related topics and not just focus 

on my priorities as the researcher (Clark, 2010). While the interview guide was prepared 

in English, the questions and discussion occurred in both Spanish and English as outlined 

in the Data Collection section below.  

Teacher Focus Group and Individual Interviews 

Semi-structured individual and focus group interviews were conducted with 

selected English teachers to answer the second, fourth, fifth and sixth research questions. 

These interviews focused on mediating variables, such as program characteristics (general 

characteristics, starting grade and percentage of instructional time in each language), 

teacher characteristics (language proficiency, teaching experience and education/training), 

teaching process variables (integration of content and language, language of instruction, 

the use of best practices, and the experiential and analytical approaches) and the 

relationship between these variables (see Appendix C – Teacher Individual and Focus 
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Group Interview Guide). The focus group interview guide also included a short 

questionnaire to address issues related to teacher characteristics on an individual basis.  

Classroom Observations 

I conducted a total of eight classroom observations, divided evenly between two 

teachers. These observations explored the sixth research question, as well as provided 

context for answering the other research questions of this study. The classroom 

observations focused on how the teaching and learning of English occurred in the 

classroom, looking specifically for evidence of strategies related to the teaching and 

learning process variables including: integration of content and language, language of 

instruction, the use of best practices, and the experiential and analytical approaches. 

These observations were guided by my observation checklist (see Appendix D – 

Classroom Observation Checklist) which was adapted from Fortune’s (2000) “Immersion 

Teaching Strategies Observation Checklist” with permission from the author. The 

checklist was modified based on the data gathered from the student focus group 

interviews and teacher interviews as well as the pilot observations.  

Pilot Study 

Prior to the collection of data, pilot studies were conducted for all instruments. 

The reflection prompts were piloted with 105 students from two other bilingual schools in 

Honduras in Grades 1, 2, 4, 5, 7, 9 and 11. A pilot study of the student focus group 

interview questions was conducted for each of the four groups (Grades 3-4, 5-6, 7-9, 10-

11) with 30 students from TPBS who were not selected to participate in the focus groups. 

Including students in the pilot study was especially important as it indicated their input 
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was important and valued in the research process, and the research is being done with 

them and for them (Clark, 2010). The individual teacher interview guide was piloted with 

a Queen’s University M.Ed. student who had taught internationally in an immersion 

program. Questions were modified based on the input provided. A pilot study of the 

classroom observation checklist was conducted in a classroom at TPBS that was not 

selected for the other observations. Based on the pilot studies, adjustments were made to 

clarify the language used in the various instruments thus increasing their validity. During 

the pilot studies, peer debriefing was also employed through discussions with various 

teachers, as well as the research assistant, to promote credibility.  

Data Collection 

After completion of the pilot study, data collection was completed in three stages 

in the fall of 2014. The student reflections were completed first, in order to inform the 

selection of participants and explore the salient questions for the second phase. In the 

second phase, the student focus group interviews and teacher individual and focus group 

interviews were conducted concurrently. In the final phase, the classroom observations 

were conducted. Throughout the data collection process, detailed notes were taken in a 

research journal to document the steps taken and decisions made. As well, I wrote a 

number of personal reflections to consider my role as a researcher and its potential 

influence on data collection.  

Student Reflections 

The student reflection activities took place during a regular English class with 

each grade from Junior Kindergarten to Grade 11. Each activity took approximately 40 

minutes. I explained to the students they could respond through writing or drawing. If 
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they wrote, they were welcome to use either English or Spanish to express themselves. 

During the writing time, their English teacher, the research assistant (when available) and 

I were available to answer any questions about the task or to provide a needed translation 

or spelling of a word. We did not prompt students on the content of their responses, but 

instead answered their specific questions to help them communicate their ideas.  

Student Focus Group Interviews 

The focus group interviews took place during regular school hours in a quiet, 

private room, which was used for various social activities and informal gatherings at the 

school. Through choosing an informal space, I attempted to minimize the students’ 

perception of the focus groups as school work and my position as an authority figure, and 

therefore their notion that they must provide the right answer (Fargas-Malet et al., 2010). 

For each group of students, two focus group interviews were conducted, approximately 

one to two weeks apart. Each session was about 40 minutes long. The focus group 

interviews were audio and video recorded in order to allow me to return to the original 

data to ensure accuracy and avoid premature interpretation of the data based on my initial 

analysis (Walsh, Bakir, Lee, Chung & Chung, 2007). A bilingual research assistant 

helped with the focus groups for Grades 3-4 and 5-6, but was not available for Grades 7-9 

and 10-11. As it became clear during the pilot studies that some of the younger students 

seemed hesitant to use Spanish yet were potentially limited in their ability to express 

themselves fluently in English, the assistant provided all initial instructions for the Grade 

3-6 students in Spanish and translated my questions into Spanish as well. For Grades 7-

11, I asked them if they would prefer if I spoke in Spanish or English, and in each case, 

they preferred that I used English, regardless of their language of choice for the 
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discussion. I explained that regardless of the language used for the questions, they were 

welcome to respond in Spanish or in English or a mix of the two languages.  

Teacher Focus Group and Individual Interviews 

For the focus group and individual teacher interviews, I arranged a suitable time 

and place with the teacher or group of teachers to ensure privacy and a level of comfort. 

The interviews were conducted in English and were audio and video recorded to ensure 

accuracy during transcription. Most interviews were approximately one hour long. For the 

individual interviews, two interviews were conducted with Teachers A, B, and C, 

approximately one month apart. Only one interview was conducted with Teacher D 

because of imminent travel plans by the participant. Teacher E chose to participate in the 

second focus group interview instead of a second follow-up individual interview. The 

focus group interviews were conducted twice. Teachers F, G, H and I participated in both 

interviews while Teacher E only participated in the second focus group interview.  

Classroom Observations 

Four 40 minute classroom observations were conducted in both Teacher A and 

B’s classrooms. The observations were audio and video recorded to ensure accuracy and I 

also took detailed notes, guided by my checklist. I conducted my observations primarily 

as a passive observer, though on a few occasions I had an informal conversation with a 

student, generally to clarify the nature of their assigned task or activity. 

Data Analysis 

The process of data analysis for this study was heavily guided by the work of 

Anfara, Jr., Brown, and Mangione in their article entitled “Qualitative Analysis on Stage: 

Making the Research Process More Public” (2002) which calls for qualitative researchers 
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to be more explicit in their description of the research process to promote credibility. This 

is especially important in reference to data analysis which they describe as eclectic and 

individualized. As I began the analysis process, I reviewed their recommendations and 

incorporated their suggestions for making the private process of analysis more public. In 

this section, I will start to describe the data analysis for the interview data which is the 

main data for this study, and then will describe the analysis process for student reflections 

and classroom observations, which were supporting data. 

Student and Teacher Interview Data 

The formal analysis of the data began with the transcription of the interview data. 

All student and teacher interview data (focus group and individual) were transcribed 

verbatim either by myself or by a bilingual research assistant. All transcripts were 

checked for accuracy against the original audio recording. Then, all transcripts were read 

to “get a sense of the whole” (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010, p. 371). During this initial 

reading, I began to record overarching themes discussed by the different participants. I 

then began the coding process, informed by the Constant Comparative Method (CCM) as 

outlined by Boeije (2002). CCM allows the researcher to develop codes and themes 

inductively, through a variety of different comparisons. I applied this method first to the 

teacher interviews and then to the student interviews. To begin, I read Teacher A’s 

interview and followed a process of open coding, creating labels based on the 

participants’ descriptions of their experiences. I then coded Teacher B’s interview 

through the same process of open coding. I did not refer at this point to the codes 

developed in Teacher A’s interview. At the end of coding Teacher A and B’s interviews, I 

compared their codes and created a mind map based on all of the codes from the 
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interviews. At this point, I also began to code with NVivo, a computer software program, 

in order to ensure accuracy and consistency in coding. I continued to code all of the 

teacher and then student interviews. As I coded more interviews, I was able to develop a 

code tree to organize the codes more formally into themes. At the end of the coding of the 

interviews, I returned to Teacher A and B’s interviews to re-code them using NVivo, as a 

method of checking intra-rater reliability. I then compared the code trees between the 

students and teachers to determine which themes were discussed by both groups and 

which themes were specific to one group and created a final code tree to include all codes. 

Student Reflections and Classroom Observations 

An informal analysis of the student reflections took place immediately after 

collection of the reflections. I read through each reflection and noted the types of 

comments and drawings made by students at each grade level and used this data to refine 

my student focus group questions. A formal analysis was not conducted of the student 

reflections or the classroom observations as they were not the main source of data 

collected for this study. Instead, after completing the formal analysis of the interview data 

as outlined below, both the student reflection and classroom observation data were 

reviewed looking for examples or evidence which either supported or refuted the themes 

apparent in the interview data.  

Trustworthiness 

The approaches outlined by Anfara, Jr. et al. (2002) also informed considerations 

of trustworthiness for my study. They outline four aspects of trustworthiness criteria, as 

described by Guba and Lincoln (1982): credibility, transferability, dependability, and 

confirmability. Credibility was established for this study through prolonged engagement 
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in the field, use of peer debriefing and triangulation. While my data collection took place 

over approximately 10 weeks, my previous six years working at the research site and 

living in the community allowed for a depth of background knowledge and cultural 

understanding which underpin my study.  

Transferability, which refers to the ability for a set of conclusions from one study 

to be applied elsewhere, was developed through a thick description of my research site. 

This included a description of the participants, the school culture, and the unique 

educational situation in Honduras. While my study is unique to its setting, by including 

thick description, another researcher could consider how findings from my study may 

transfer to other immersion and bilingual settings which share certain characteristics. 

I used each of the four recommended techniques for ensuring dependability of my 

study. First, I created an audit trail through detailed notes on the entire research process. I 

also followed the code-recode strategy, by returning to the first two interviews that I 

coded and by recoding them to check accuracy. I ensured triangulation by including 

various sources of data from the perspective of students, teachers and my own 

observations. Finally, peer examination was used throughout my study, as both my thesis 

supervisor and my peers within the M.Ed. program provided regular and ongoing 

feedback on my research. As well, in both the pilot studies and throughout the data 

collection, the bilingual research assistant, as well as other teachers, provided input on my 

interview questions and classroom observation checklist. 

Finally, I promoted confirmability by practicing reflexivity throughout my study. 

This was especially important during the data collection stage as I considered how my 

previous role at the school, as well as my plan to return to the school, influenced my study 
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from choice of research topic, to my research questions, to the development of my 

interview guide and to the actual practices of interviewing. During the analysis process, I 

followed the principles of inductive analysis by continually reflecting on whether I was 

letting the participants’ actual words speak or imposing my own perceptions.  

Ethical Concerns 

Prior to beginning data collection, ethical clearance was granted on August 8
th

, 

2014 by Queen’s University’s General and Education Research Ethics Boards (GREB and 

EREB), and their ethical guidelines were followed throughout my study (See Appendix G 

– Ethical Clearance from Queen’s University). While no formal ethical clearance was 

required by the research site, the study was formally presented to the TPBS’ Board of 

Directors for their approval. I ensured both Voluntary Participation and Informed Consent 

through preparing a Letter of Information and Consent for parents and students, as well as 

for the teachers (See Appendix H – Letter of Information/Consent: Parents and Appendix 

I – Letter of Information/Consent: Teachers). The bilingual research assistant also signed 

a confidentiality agreement (See Appendix J - Interpreter/Research Assistant 

Confidentiality Agreement). 

Conclusion 

In sum, my study explored the relationships between mediating variables, 

including TPBS’ program, teacher and learner characteristics, and the current process of 

teaching and learning English within the TPBS immersion program from both teachers’ 

and students’ perspectives. My study was guided by Lapkin et al.’s (1990) framework 

which outlines these variables within an immersion context. I explored this issue by 

gathering data from four sources and then conducting an inductive analysis of the data 
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which led to themes which will be discussed in the following chapter. These data 

collection procedures allowed for both triangulation and an in-depth exploration of the 

participants’ perspectives on their experiences.  

 

 

 

  



64 

 

 

Chapter 4 

Results 

This chapter presents the study findings and the themes that emerged from the 

four data sources: 1) student reflections, 2) student interviews, 3) teacher interviews, and 

4) classroom observations. Four overarching themes emerged from the data: teacher and 

student characteristics, program characteristics, classroom practice, and use of Spanish 

and English. In Figure 3, the themes have been represented as a circle to indicate their 

interconnectedness and possible overlap. The first theme, teacher and student 

characteristics, is shown at the top and explores key characteristics that teachers and 

students identified about themselves and each other pertaining to teaching and learning. 

Moving clockwise, the second theme, program characteristics, considers the key 

components of the TPBS school community, and specifically the English portion of the 

immersion program. The next theme is classroom practice and focuses on teaching 

approaches within the English classroom. The last theme, the use of Spanish and English, 

is closely tied to classroom practice, yet also relates to teacher and student characteristics 

as it considers the use of Spanish and English inside and outside of the classroom.  
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Figure 3 

Relationship of Themes 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This chapter reports each of the four themes, drawing primarily from the focus 

group and individual interviews, which are the main data sources. When applicable, 

student reflection and classroom observation data further illuminated the main themes. At 

times, when students and teachers agreed upon a finding, their results are presented 

together. In other instances, when students and teachers disagreed, their opinions are 

presented separately and compared.  

When reporting the data, the source for any direct quotations from participants 

was provided directly after the quote (for example: Teacher H, Focus Group #2, line 577; 

Student 63, Gr. 5-6 Focus Group #2 line 233). While pseudonyms are often used in 

qualitative research, the large number of teacher (n=9) and student (n=28) participants 

made the use of pseudonyms impractical. Instead, teachers were assigned a letter based on 
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the order in which they participated in the interviews. For example, Teacher A 

participated in the first interview and Teacher B in the second. In order to track the 

students, numeric codes were assigned to represent their grade and the order in which 

they signed in for their focus group interview. For example, Student 31 refers to the first 

Grade 3 student to arrive at the Grade 3 and 4 focus group interview. By using a 

combination of alpha and numeric codes, the identity of the participants was protected, 

while allowing clear differentiation between teachers and students in the reporting of the 

data.  

Original data were collected in Spanish and English, but for ease of reading, I 

have translated any direct Spanish quotes into English. Any translations are in italics and I 

have also included a note in the parentheses indicating the data has been translated. In the 

case of the use of a single word or phrase in Spanish, I have placed the Spanish word or 

phrase in italics, and then put the English translation in square brackets directly after the 

Spanish word. I translated all quotes and then checked with my bilingual research 

assistant for accuracy. As well, the original Spanish quotes along with English 

translations have been included in Appendix E – Sample English Translations of 

Participant Quotes.  

Teacher and Student Characteristics 

The first theme which emerged from the data was about teacher and student 

characteristics pertaining to their teaching and learning.  

Teacher Characteristics 

Teachers discussed three aspects of their professional lives: teaching experience, 

educational background, and teaching competence. In terms of teaching experience, only 
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one of the nine teachers interviewed had more than a year of prior full-time teaching 

experience. This teacher believed his previous teaching experience played an important 

role in preparing him to teach at TPBS, in comparison to his colleagues who did not have 

any teaching experience. He stated:  

I think it was tremendously helpful to have done it before, to have written lesson 

plans, to have gone through the process of it…the ideas of classroom 

management, understanding the pedagogical concepts, and all that, and having 

practiced those in class, I think was tremendously helpful and I did not feel the 

stress of not knowing what I’m doing regarding teaching. (Teacher D, Individual 

Interview #1, line 185)  

This teacher recognized how his previous teaching experience helped him to feel more 

prepared in his teaching. While he later discussed other challenges, related to a lack of 

specific training in bilingual education, his previous teaching experience removed one of 

the layers of difficulty which other teachers faced. 

In comparison, all other teachers were inexperienced and could not draw from a 

teaching background. Some, though, were able to draw from their educational 

background related to the field of teaching. In total, four of the nine teachers had 

graduated from a university teacher education program. The trained teachers felt more 

prepared to help their students and to handle a classroom in comparison to their 

colleagues who did not have a background in education. Teachers without a teacher 

preparation background felt unsure of themselves as teachers and believed their lack of 

training would affect the learning of their students. One teacher explained: “I believe that 

there’s a big chance that I could fail because I’ve never taught before, I was not trained to 
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do it, and there might be some gaps that the kids may have” (Teacher A, Individual 

Interview #1, line 162). In terms of training specific to bilingual education, three teachers 

had received some type of informal training in ESL methods, but none of the teachers had 

received any bilingual training since arriving at TPBS. One teacher described her 

experience at that point as a “crash course in teaching” (Teacher H, Focus Group 

Interview #2, line 23). Many teachers stated their lack of bilingual training made them 

unsure of the most effective approaches for teaching second language students. The 

teacher who had talked about the benefit of teaching experience shared his difficulties 

with not being specifically trained for his new job in a bilingual school: 

I think I’m doing my best, but I never know if it’s actually what’s best, so there’s 

certainly an uncertainty in teaching here….I’m sure that I could have done a much 

better job at teaching, had I had the training to do it in this setting. I feel like I’m a 

good teacher, but not necessarily a good ESL teacher. (Teacher D, Individual 

Interview #1, line 173) 

Teachers described numerous layers in their challenge of teaching at TPBS, including 

teaching experience, teacher education and bilingual training. Their lack of experience 

and training emerged as key features when teachers described their professional selves 

and likely contributed to their perceptions of their competency as teachers.  

Throughout the interviews, teachers questioned their own competence in the 

classroom and its potential effect on their students. Teachers mentioned a variety of 

uncertainties pertaining to the following topics: personal teaching style, classroom 

management, differentiated instruction, instructional strategies, use of resources and the 

teaching of specific content, such as grammar. One teacher described the general feeling 
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of doubt amongst teachers, explaining: “People have a feeling of unsureity [sic] of 

whether they’re teaching, not just teaching effectively, but what they’re teaching and how 

they’re doing it, the methodology they’re using and the content they’re teaching” 

(Teacher D, Individual Interview #1, line 740). Teachers linked their lack of confidence 

to the absence of pre-arrival teacher education, teaching experience, and to the school 

leadership not providing on-site bilingual education training. One teacher summarized the 

impact of these concerns on her experience teaching at TPBS: “I think having bilingual 

specific stuff once we got here would be really helpful. Because it is really different than 

just teaching English, so I think it is hard to come in without any teaching background 

and without any support” (Teacher B, Individual Interview #1, line 71). In sum, teachers 

questioned their sense of competency as professionals, and attributed this to a lack of 

training, education and experience. 

Student Characteristics 

The data on student characteristics focused on two main topics: student motivation 

and student engagement to learn. Students indicated a high level of motivation to learn 

English. Based on the information collected in Section A of the Student Focus Group 

Interview Guide (see Appendix B), 96% of students indicated they wanted to continue to 

learn English and 43% of students indicated a preference to speak in English. They 

provided a variety of short-term and long-term reasons for learning English in both the 

interviews and student reflections such as: enjoyment of learning a new language, ability 

to speak to people from other countries, and expanded opportunities for studying and 

working in the future. For example, one student wrote in their reflection, “I feel good 

learning English. English help [sic] me a lot because I can read books. I can see movies in 
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English. I can talk with North American peoples” (Grade 9 Reflection). Another student 

focused more on the future in their reflection, writing, “For me, it is a great privilege to 

study English because it will open many doors for jobs” (Grade 8 Reflection, translated). 

In contrast, some teachers believed that students were not motivated to learn English. One 

high school teacher stated, “For getting them to speak English, I haven’t really found 

anything that works. Because some of them just don’t care and I can’t obviously make 

them care” (Teacher B, Individual Interview #2, line 207). This discrepancy between 

teachers’ and students’ opinions of student motivation may indicate a lack of 

communication between the two groups or a misunderstanding by teachers of their 

students’ behaviour. It may also indicate that while students are motivated to learn 

English, their motivation is not demonstrated in the English classroom because of a lack 

of engagement. 

Student engagement in learning was the second student characteristic which 

emerged. While student engagement has been defined in a number of ways in other 

research, for this study, engagement is being used as a common word and refers to how 

involved students are in their learning. Participants discussed the importance of a variety 

of instructional strategies to encourage student engagement. One student described this 

varied approach: “Some of us like to be oral and say word [sic], some of us like to write 

something, but some, like me, I learn more like with activities” (Student 82, Gr. 7-9 

Focus Group #1, line 334). While many students emphasized the connection between 

variety and engagement, some felt that at times their classes were repetitive and boring. 

One student described her English class: “I believe that at times it is fun because there are 

lots of activities, dramas and we play and learn words, but at times it is really boring 
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because we only are writing [and] reading” (Student 63, Gr. 5-6 Focus Group #2, line 

334, translated). As well, students and teachers recognized if students could see a clear 

purpose behind an activity which supported their learning, they were willing to engage, 

even if it was something they did not enjoy. Students at times questioned the purpose 

behind certain tasks and in the classroom observations teachers generally did not 

explicitly state a purpose for most tasks. Teachers may have believed that the students 

understood the connection between the class objectives and the task and therefore the 

objectives did not need to be stated. On the other hand, the teachers’ lack of knowledge 

regarding the specific objectives of the English program contributed to an unclear purpose 

behind classroom activities.  

In sum, this section reports data regarding teacher and student characteristics. In 

the case of teachers, a lack of experience and training led to a sense of uncertainty and 

incompetence. The discussions regarding student characteristics focused on student 

motivation and engagement. Students indicated a high level of interest in learning 

English, though some teachers doubted their students’ motivation. Students noted their 

engagement was related to a variety of instructional practises and a clear purpose behind 

classroom activities. While teachers perceived low student engagement as a lack of 

motivation, it may be better understood by students’ need for variety and clear purpose in 

classroom activities. 

Program Characteristics 

The second theme which emerged from the data was program characteristics 

which included two sub-themes: school community and English program.  

School Community 
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In their description of TPBS’ school community, teachers and students 

emphasized its Christian values, supportive learning environment and positive classroom 

relationships which contributed to a strong community atmosphere.  

Teachers and students emphasized the school’s Christian values. Teachers and 

students described the school’s overall mission as providing an excellent bilingual 

Christian education which was accessible to all students. One teacher believed parents 

appreciated these values, stating parents preferred TPBS because, “of the Christian base 

and because of the morals and the valores [values] and the people and the teachers are 

Christians and the attention that we give to the kids, the importance, the love” (Teacher 

A, Individual Interview #1, line 318). Another student agreed, writing, “A positive part of 

CEE is it is a Christian school, so the teachers help us guide ourself [sic] with the Word of 

God and they always give us advices [sic]” (Grade 11 Reflection). Many participants 

believed these values played an important role in the atmosphere of the school. 

Students and teachers also described a safe and positive classroom environment. 

Teachers listed a number of different strategies they employed to create a positive 

learning environment, including: the use of consequences and rewards for student 

behaviour, classroom routines, short bursts of physical movement, and a diversity of 

tasks. At times, teachers stated in some classes that students themselves created an 

environment where effort by all was expected. One teacher described this situation in one 

of her classes: 

There are two students who are low, but I found with that class, the two students 

that are low are the two students that are lazy, they don’t get away with it because 

the other nine students work and so the two that aren’t working don’t want to look 
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stupid. So they work to keep up, which is nice. I’m like, ‘Why can’t the other 

classes be like this?’ (Teacher B, Individual Interview #1, line 321) 

While teachers proactively built positive learning environments, they also recognized the 

role students played in promoting a positive classroom. 

Participants also emphasized the role of positive teacher-student relationships 

within the English classroom. Students described their English teachers as helpful, caring 

and friendly. They often sought out their teachers for help and for informal conversation. 

When asked to describe their school to an imaginary friend, one student responded: “We 

always have good teachers and they don’t treat us bad” (Student 112, Gr. 10-11 Focus 

Group #1, line 168). Teachers highly valued their relationships with their students and 

believed they were a very important element in the classroom. One teacher explained, “I 

really value relationships…until you know your students, it’s just really hard to help them 

and I think getting to know them first is always just so key. And I value that almost above 

anything else” (Teacher I, Focus Group Interview #2, line 29). Teachers believed they 

could develop these positive relationships through various means, including: interacting 

with students outside of the classroom, incorporating student interests in the classroom, 

sharing about their own lives with students, valuing students’ opinions and allowing 

students opportunities to teach them Spanish. 

Overall, participants emphasized TPBS’ Christian values, supportive learning 

environment and positive classroom relationships in their descriptions of the school. They 

believed these characteristics contributed to a sense of a strong community atmosphere at 

TPBS which was emphasized as one of the school’s greatest strengths, even when 

concerns were expressed pertaining to the academic program. 
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English Program 

Teachers and students discussed three main aspects of the English program: 

relationship between the English and Spanish programs, quality of instruction and student 

achievement. 

In discussing the relationship between the Spanish and English programs, teachers 

and students were unanimously in favour of the current school model in which students 

begin learning both languages when they enter school at four years old. Both students and 

teachers believed it was easier to learn languages at a younger age when on is able to 

absorb more information and could benefit through a transfer between the two languages. 

One student wrote: 

I guess the fact that I started learning English since I was pretty young (3 years 

old) is really important. When we are young, we learn really fast, and English is a 

hard language, but since it has been a huge part of our lives [it] is not as hard as 

for others who started learning English when they were older. (Grade 10 

Reflection) 

In their reflections, a number of students emphasized their learning of English began 

when they entered kindergarten. One student wrote: 

It is easy because my first basic words in English I learned in Junior 

Kindergarten...and when I went to Grade 1 my English was improving but when I 

entered Grade 3, then I knew a lot of English. When I passed three more grades, I 

arrived in Grade 6 and my English was very high and now Inglish [sic] is so 

funny. (Grade 6 Reflection, translated) 
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Participants did not see any negative aspects of beginning to learn English at a young age 

on their development of Spanish. One student, when asked if they thought learning 

English had a negative effect on their learning of Spanish responded: “I do not think so 

because [Spanish] is helping us to speak another language” (Student 53, Gr. 5-6 Focus 

Group #1, line 300, translated). Participants strongly believed the current early immersion 

model was beneficial to students’ learning of both Spanish and English. 

While they agreed on the starting age, participants held differing opinions 

regarding the division of hours between Spanish and English. Teachers believed though 

that according to the school policies, classes were divided evenly, except for Grades 10 

and 11, when there was a higher amount of Spanish classes. Most teachers felt an even 

division was appropriate to prepare students in both languages and for students to develop 

their identity as Hondurans. Teachers believed the split should be a reflection of the 

school’s overall goals for the English program, which they felt were very unclear. One 

teacher explained:  

I think that [the split] depends on what the goal of the school is. And I think that’s 

unclear. Obviously 50/50 makes it sound like even, right, but it is difficult to say 

when you look at that none of the Spanish teachers speak English, none of the 

directors speak English, that it’s hard for a school then to say that English is valued, 

so even if they have that many classes in English, it makes me question what is the 

actual goal in that. And also what is the end goal? If the end goal is to have a high 

level of English why do they taper it down in the last two years? (Teacher D, 

Individual Interview #1, line 230) 
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This teacher reflects the common questioning amongst teachers on the relationship 

between the goals of the school and the division of classes between Spanish and English. 

While teachers supported a balanced approach which included both languages, they were 

unsure of what the balance should be as they felt it should be dictated by the goals of the 

English program, which were unclear.  

Students generally supported the current split between Spanish and English and 

believed this balanced approach which included both languages was important. One 

student explained:  

I think that we need to be in both, cause Spanish is our lengua maternal [maternal 

language] but English is like our second language and we need to know because 

we will have more opportunities of things like if we want to go work to the 

exterior [abroad]. (Student 81, Gr. 7-9 Focus Group #1, line 192) 

The Grade 10 and 11 students, who had significantly more Spanish hours than English, 

were the only students in the focus groups that unanimously wanted more English classes. 

Students indicated they felt the current split generally supported their learning, though 

they argued for the 50/50 model to continue through Grades 10 and 11. 

This data indicates participants agreed on the current early immersion model, in 

which students receive instruction in both languages when they enter school at four years 

old. Participants also supported a partial immersion program, with ongoing balanced 

instruction in both languages, but the teachers lacked consensus on what percentage of 

instruction should occur in each language. This lack of consensus may indicate teachers 

were unaware of the school’s rationale behind the current 50/50 split with a tapering of 
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English in Grades 10 and 11, or that the school itself did not have a clear rationale for the 

current partial immersion model.  

Teachers also discussed the position of the English program in reference to the 

rest of the school. Teachers indicated the English program was not fully integrated into 

the school, nor given the same amount of respect as the Spanish program. One teacher 

described a situation in which a student had not passed their English classes, yet was 

passed on to the next grade because parents argued that English courses were not required 

by the government. She described her frustration:  

The school needs to stand up behind their teachers and behind their program and 

be like this is a bilingual education, the government doesn’t mandate that she 

passes English, but we do…That is one of the small problems of why the English 

department is so disrespected as a whole. (Teacher B, Individual Interview #1, line 

432) 

Other teachers noted other indications that the school did not value English. For example, 

the school administrators did not speak English and the school’s mission statement did 

not make reference to bilingual education. Teachers also described inconsistencies 

between expectations of students between the Spanish and English programs, especially 

in the younger grades. One teacher described how parents had also noticed these 

inconsistencies:  

I had a parent come in yesterday for a meeting because her son was struggling 

with numbers… and she [asked], ‘Why is my son having to learn [his numbers up 

to 10 in English] if in Spanish he is just learning number 2 right now?’ And my 

first thought is these kids are capable of way more than they are being expected of 
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in Spanish right now…. I am sad that they aren’t being expected to do more in 

Spanish but I’m not going to dumb it down for the kids. (Teacher C, Individual 

Interview #2, line 90) 

This lack of consistent expectations between the two programs confirms a lack of 

integration of the two programs. This lack of integrated approach may have limited 

student learning as the two language programs did not create an environment which 

allowed for transfer across the classes and between the languages. As well, this lack of 

integration between the two programs may indicate the school has not communicated to 

the English teachers their value of the English program, which may be a result of cross-

cultural miscommunication. On the other hand, the teachers’ opinions might be correct 

and the English program may not be valued by the administrators, compared to the 

Spanish program. In either case, English teachers described the English program as 

isolated and undervalued in relation to the Spanish program. 

Both students and teachers discussed their views on the quality of instruction in 

the English program, but they shared a wide range of opinions. Most students expressed 

in the focus group interviews and the reflections that there was a high level of instruction 

in the English program, and believed it compared favourably to other local bilingual 

schools. They believed the English program had a good reputation in the community, 

which was important to maintain. For example, one student shared the following 

description of TPBS:  

It has a good name because of the English part, like I listen to my uncles and aunts 

that have their kids in other schools, and they really want to have them here, 

because of the English, so I think that the school should take care of that right 
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now, because it’s a really important part as a bilingual school…I hear really good 

comments about this school. (Student 103, Gr. 10-11 Focus Group #2, line 505) 

Another student wrote in their reflection: 

I feel like my English has improved a lot since I came here in seventh grade. I’ve 

been in 3 different schools in Honduras, and I really [think] this is the best 

one…Even though there are things that need to improve, this school has a really 

good English program…teachers try hard to teach us good. (Grade 11 Reflection)  

Students noted TPBS’ native English teachers as a strength, as they believed there were 

certain advantages to being taught by teachers whose first language was English. One 

student commented that parents also, “prefer that their children are being teached [sic] by 

people that come from the United States or Canada” (Student 103, Gr. 10-11 Focus Group 

#1, line 177).  

Teachers, on the other hand, shared a wider variety of views on the TPBS’ 

academic program. Some teachers agreed with the students that the level of instruction 

within the English program was quite high, and believed it was one of the best in the city. 

Other teachers described a very different picture, claiming the education at TPBS was a 

very low quality. One teacher explained, “The education is not significantly high, in terms 

of its rigor and I would not say it encourages problem solving, critical thinking skills or 

really just a high level of rigor in general” (Teacher D, Individual Interview #1, line 212). 

Some teachers remained hopeful, as they recognized the school’s weaknesses but also 

believed it was undergoing positive growth. One teacher described the process he had 

watched occur in recent years:  
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I believe that the school is still in the phase of brainstorming still because I’ve 

seen the change since I was studying here before and now. There are so many 

things that have changed. So many ideas that they have now, and so many 

resources, and programs and texts and tools that they have…they haven’t applied 

it all 100% yet, but [they are] still working on it. (Teacher A, Individual Interview 

#1, line 313) 

In sum, while students described the level of instruction in the English program in 

positive terms, some teachers noted concerns. Interestingly, the teachers who described 

the quality of instruction in the most negative terms were generally new to the school and 

to Honduras and therefore compared TPBS to schools in their home country. On the other 

hand, students and teachers from Honduras believed TPBS compared favourably to other 

local bilingual schools. This may indicate that the discrepancy between opinions may be 

heavily influenced by cultural factors and perspectives on quality of education. Therefore, 

the difference in opinions on the quality might be more a reflection of personal 

experience, than an objective measure of educational quality.  

Teachers and students also shared a variety of opinions regarding student 

achievement within the English program. Some students felt teachers had unrealistically 

high expectations of them that they were not able to achieve, and found English classes 

more challenging than Spanish. For example, in one of the younger focus groups, students 

described their English classes as difficult, hard and very tiring, while an older student 

said teachers wanted them to be at a higher reading level then they felt was reasonable. 

On the other hand, many students believed with enough personal effort, they were able to 

be successful in their English classes. One explained: “For me, it has been difficult to 
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learn two languages. You can’t do it by magic. You need to learn, you need to study, and 

in the end, finally you will understand” (Student 34, Gr. 3-4 Focus Group #1, line 309, 

translated). Another student agreed, stating, “It’s easy because I learn much of English, 

and I pay attention and then when is the test I get all the points” (Student 41, Gr. 3-4 

Focus Group #1, line 32). These two lines of thinking are quite divergent, as one group of 

students believed they could achieve the expectations of their teachers through effort, 

while the others indicated their English classes may be too challenging and teachers’ 

expectations are unreachable. While students held different opinions of whether they were 

realistic expectations for their achievement, no clear patterns emerged pertaining to age of 

participants. Opinions on the expectations of English teachers were very individualistic 

and varied even with each grade. 

While students held a wide variety of opinions regarding outside expectations of 

their achievement, many commented on their self-perceived high proficiency in English. 

Students noted they were able to accomplish a variety of tasks in English and often 

received positive comments from other English speakers. In a written reflection, one 

student noted:  

When my father’s friends, from the U.S.A., ask him if I can speak English, he says 

yes, and after speaking to them for a bit, they congratulate me. This fills me with a 

great deal of honor, as if I was on the honor roll. (Grade 8 Reflection, translated) 

While the majority of students expressed a high level of confidence in their English 

abilities, a select number of students wrote in their reflections that they had not achieved a 

high level of English. Interestingly, these same students generally wrote their reflections 
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in Spanish, when most of their classmates chose to write in English. One graduating 

student wrote, “I believe that I haven’t learned English very well. Sometimes I have 

trouble with pronunciation. But when I arrived [at this school], I improved a little. I have 

problems understanding English when people talk very fast” (Grade 11 Reflection, 

translated). This pattern may indicate that students chose to write in Spanish because of 

their lack of confidence in English or that their preference for Spanish led to a lower level 

of English. It is important to note the opinions of these few students who did not reflect 

the majority views, as they may provide insight into why certain students do not succeed 

within the program.  

Teachers also held a variety of opinions on student achievement within the 

English program. Most teachers agreed that it was important to have high standards for 

students but many were concerned that their students were not at a suitable level of 

development in their English skills. They believed there were a number of possible 

reasons for this, such as poor instruction and low motivation. While teachers believed 

student achievement was low, especially in the upper grades, they realized they did not 

have a clear picture of what students should be achieving as there were no clear standards 

within the English program. For example, one teacher described what she saw as lacking 

in the program: “The idea of what are the goals, what are the objectives of every year, 

what do we want our students to accomplish in one year, where do they need to be” 

(Teacher C, Teacher Interview #1, line 271). She later explained that since the school did 

not provide clear achievement guidelines, she adjusted her expectations to her 

understanding of her current context: 



83 

 

 

I have to remember that the kids can’t learn as much as, like for example, what 

they require in the United States or Canada. [They] don’t have that capability to 

achieve those goals. Usually when [you] are an ESL student you’re about 2 years 

behind when you’re learning it in an environment like this, so with that approach, 

I just have to see how far the kids can go. (Teacher C, Teacher Interview #1, line 

520) 

Teachers believed this lack of school-set expectations influenced student 

achievement. For example, one teacher explained in reference to the lack of a curriculum: 

“I feel terrible, because they are the class that they want to learn, they are smart, and their 

English class is a joke” (Teacher B, Individual Interview #1, line 163). Teachers clearly 

indicated that the lack of clear standards not only influenced their ability to measure 

student achievement, but it also influenced student achievement as it limited the level of 

rigor within the classroom.  

Students and teachers also lacked confidence in marks as an indicator of student 

achievement. While students cited marks as the primary outside indicator of their 

learning, they felt their marks were not necessarily a true reflection of their ability. Some 

questioned the validity of their marks, stating there were not clear standards for what they 

needed to learn each grade, as sometimes content was repeated between grades or their 

marks were negatively influenced by the school’s language policy. Some teachers agreed 

that marks did not provide an accurate picture of student learning. One teacher described 

his views on grades versus learning:  

This might sound bad but I don’t care about the points for the kids. I don’t care 

about their grades.…I want them to actually learn and some of them might get 
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70%, 80% and that’s not the best grade, and some of those have better knowledge 

than those that have 90s and 100s because they have focused on having a higher 

grade no matter what, and maybe cheating…but they are not concerned about 

actually learning. So that’s one of my strongest desires, that they actually learn, 

that they actually learn. (Teacher A, Individual Interview #1, line 407)  

Both teachers and students did not see marks as a true indicator of student learning, 

partially because clear standards did not exist by which to measure student achievement. 

Teachers also discussed student achievement pertaining to struggling students. 

Some teachers felt unsure of how to help them, especially when trying to balance the 

needs of twenty-five other students. Other teachers expressed doubts that all students 

could succeed in learning English based on their innate language learning ability, even if 

they demonstrated ability in other subject areas. One teacher shared how difficult it was to 

tell parents that their students were not going to succeed, stating: “It is hard to explain to 

people like your kid might suck forever….[There’s] not necessarily a lot that can be done 

[for the student]” (Teacher H, Teacher Focus Group #2, line 550). This finding is 

important in light of many students’ belief that their success in English is dependent on 

their effort and if they tried hard enough, they could succeed, yet it appears not all 

teachers believed that all students could succeed in the immersion program. 

To summarize, in their discussions of program characteristics, teachers and 

students agreed upon the overall characteristics of the school, but shared a variety of 

opinions regarding the English program specifically. Students and teachers supported the 

current model of an early immersion program, though they were less sure of the current 

division of classes between Spanish and English. Teachers noted a lack of integration and 
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consistency between the Spanish and English programs. Students described the quality of 

instruction and their perceived level of English in generally positive terms. Teachers, on 

the other hand, held more varied opinions. Many teachers noted the lack of curriculum 

expectations inhibited their ability to measure student achievement. Those new to the 

school and to Honduras also expressed more negative views regarding instruction and 

student achievement. Teachers also expressed concerns regarding supporting struggling 

students and whether the students could actually succeed in the immersion program. This 

section provides an overall, nuanced, and at times conflicting, depiction of how 

participants viewed TPBS and specifically the English program at the time of the study. 

The next section narrows the focus and considers how participants described classroom 

practice within the English program.  

Classroom Practice 

The third theme which emerged from the data was classroom practice, which 

included two different aspects: approaches to instruction, and approaches to language and 

content.  

Approaches to Instruction 

Students and teachers discussed the first sub-theme of classroom practice, 

approaches to instruction, in reference to the following topics: teacher versus student-

directed, collaborative learning and individualized support.  

Teachers and students described slightly different impressions of the teacher 

versus student-directed learning spectrum in their classrooms. In general, teachers 

described their classes as beginning with some formal teacher instruction and then 

providing many opportunities for students to practice through a variety of classroom 
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activities. Students, on the other hand, emphasized instructional time as primarily teacher-

centered. Even in the reflections from the youngest grades, students frequently drew their 

teachers at the front of the classroom writing on the board and students sitting in their 

individual desks listening to the teacher. Participants described some opportunities for 

student input on class activities, but these were infrequent and generally quite limited in 

scope. This pattern of a primarily teacher-led approach was reflected during the classroom 

observations. The majority of instructional time was teacher-led and student-initiated 

learning was limited to long lines of students waiting for teacher help, without pursuing 

other avenues for assistance.   

Students and teachers described a classroom in which collaboration occurred on a 

regular basis. In term of collaboration, both informal and formal types were described. 

Informally, students regularly asked each other for help and often corrected each other 

when speaking. This type of interaction was seen very differently depending on the 

student and often the grade. Some students emphasized the negative aspect, describing it 

as classmates making fun of each other. On the other hand, others described it more 

positively:  

In my case, my situation is a little bit different, because we don’t laugh at each 

other when we make a mistake. We like sometimes like to laugh about it, because 

it’s fun, but we don’t want to hurt the one that make the mistake….And we do it to 

kinda like to say, “This was your mistake now we are going to help you not make 

the mistake”. (Student 113, Gr. 10-11 Focus Group #1, line 148) 

During the interviews and the classroom observations, both types of behaviour occurred, 

but in most cases students would correct their classmate and the correction would be 
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naturally incorporated into the conversation. While participants described collaboration as 

taking place regularly, it most commonly occurred between students providing informal 

help to each other. 

Participants also described opportunities for formal collaboration, including: 

group presentations, students teaching content to other students, peer editing and groups 

working together to rotate through a variety of stations. Teachers outlined a variety of 

perceived benefits of group work, such as students becoming more independent learners, 

opportunities for various language interactions, higher engagement of students and 

allowing the teacher to focus on the students that needed additional support. Teachers also 

described a number of challenges, such as students who were not willing to accept help 

from their peers, students copying from the strongest student, groups that do not work 

well together because of social issues, behaviour issues leading to lack of productivity 

and group interactions being solely in Spanish. One teacher described his concerns:  

I have done some group works but I don’t know like them too much because when 

it comes to group, one ends up doing the whole work and the others get the points 

because they were in the group, so it is hard to do it and sometimes it works, but 

sometimes it doesn’t. (Teacher A, Individual Interview #1, line 566) 

In the classroom observations, while there was evidence of informal collaboration, there 

were few instances of formal group work. While it is possible that group work occurred 

regularly and my scheduled observations missed these types of interactions, it is also 

possible that while teachers acknowledged the potential benefits of group work, they 

believed the challenges outweighed the benefits. It may also reflect the earlier finding that 
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while teachers described an approach that included student-directed learning, students’ 

comments and classroom observations pointed to a heavy teacher-directed environment.  

While collaboration generally occurred on a more informal level, teachers 

emphasized providing individualized support to their students. Teachers highly valued 

being able to provide one-on-one support to students as they believed it addressed the 

wide variety of student needs within each class. While teachers believed individual 

support was important, they found it very difficult to provide it to their students, often 

because of classroom management issues. One teacher described this challenge: 

Where do I even start? I feel overwhelmed sometimes and I want to help them, but 

then in helping that person, I can’t be at the clip chart to tell them to sit still so 

when I’m helping one person, there’s a guarantee that 10 of them are going to get 

way off task, so…I don’t know. (Teacher I, Focus Group #2, line 350) 

While teachers valued individualized support to students, most viewed it as only possible 

through one-on-one time, which was difficult to provide in a large classroom. This pattern 

was seen during classroom observations, as teachers spent one-on-one time with students 

when possible, as opposed to adapting instruction or assessment strategies to individual 

students. In reference to both collaboration and an individualized approach to students, 

teachers recognized the importance of these approaches, yet they were not necessarily 

integrated in a way that effectively met students’ needs. By incorporating more 

opportunities for collaboration, as well as other approaches to supporting individual 

students, such as differentiated instruction, teachers might be more able to meet the varied 

needs of their students. 
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In sum, some key issues emerged in this sub-section on approaches to instruction. 

First, the program followed a model which was heavy weighted on teacher-led direct 

instruction and minimized student-initiated learning. Next, aspects of both collaboration 

and individualized support existed, but they were not yet effectively meeting the needs of 

all students. While this section considered general elements of the current process of 

teaching and learning in English classrooms at TPBS, the next section looks more 

specifically on aspects of teaching and learning related to immersion programs. 

Approaches to Content and Language 

The second sub-theme of classroom practice is approaches to content and 

language. Approaches to teaching content is discussed first, followed by a discussion of 

language in reference to the two main approaches in immersion education, experiential 

and analytical.  

Participants discussed their perception of the rationale behind which content 

classes are taught in English and the role of language instruction in content classes. In 

terms of rationale, neither students nor teachers were very sure of the reason why certain 

classes were taught in each language and some felt certain content classes were less 

effective as a means to practice English. For example, in regards to their Physical 

Education course being taught in English, one student explained, “Usually when you are 

playing sports you are used to speaking in Spanish, so you think in Spanish, not in 

English” (Student 102, Gr. 10-11 Focus Group #1, line 219). One teacher believed that in 

general, the humanities and science was taught in English, and the purpose was to expose 

students to vocabulary in those areas. Yet, he questioned this approach, stating: 
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I don’t know if that’s the thought process when it was set up that way but it makes 

sense, but then again, that exact same idea makes you question why there’s not 

math in English or some of the other sciences and things like that or social 

studies…but you wonder, they’re missing out on several pockets of vocabulary by 

doing that, so I wonder if it would be better to divide it up in a different way. 

(Teacher D, Individual Interview #1, line 257) 

At this point, a clear rationale did not exist explaining the division of content classes 

between the two languages. This is an important finding as it may indicate that the 

leadership of TPBS did not see a relationship between content classes and language 

objectives. 

Students and teachers also discussed the role of language instruction in their 

content classes. Teachers and students stated that content teachers would correct students 

orally and through writing on language topics such as grammar, spelling, and 

pronunciation. One teacher explained: “I try to help them with their grammar and 

pronunciation, I know it is science but they still need to understand” (Teacher F, Focus 

Group #2, line 690). Students agreed, as they believed language feedback in their content 

courses was helpful, but it was not the actual responsibility of their content teachers. One 

student wrote: “Even if they weren’t our English/Language teacher, maybe they were 

Science or Art teacher, they were always correcting our grammar and pronunciation 

whenever we spoke or had a written homework” (Grade 10 Reflection).  

While teachers provided language-specific feedback in content classes, they did 

not see their role as language teachers. When they discussed their approach to teaching 

new language content, such as how to write summaries or read informative texts, they 
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included it only when necessary for students to access content. These language related 

skills were considered as important but not part of the overall purpose of content courses, 

and just included ad hoc to address gaps in students’ skills. The only exception to this 

belief was the explicit teaching of content-related vocabulary. Some teachers stated the 

purpose of content courses was to expose students to specific pockets of vocabulary in 

English, such as science vocabulary or cooking vocabulary. Outside of content-specific 

vocabulary, participants did not see content courses as an avenue for learning language.  

Participants’ view of a superficial integration of language and content may be 

partly explained by the teachers who participated in the study, as five of the nine teachers 

taught only language courses, two taught only content and two taught a mix of content 

and language courses. Of the four content-only teachers at TPBS, two participated in the 

study. It may also reflect though the nature of the English program at this school, as only 

32% of courses in the elementary grades and 50% at the secondary level were content 

courses. Based on the data provided, teachers and students did not view content courses 

as a means to develop language skills, outside of learning new vocabulary. 

While the integration of content and language was not emphasized in the data, 

students and teachers discussed various approaches to language teaching which will be 

explored from the perspective of two different approaches: experiential and analytical.  

Participants discussed various aspects of the experiential approach. These findings will be 

organized around two main aspects of the experiential approach: creation of a language-

rich environment (Genesee, 1994; Johnson and Swain, 1997) and extended and 

meaningful opportunities to interact with their second language (Day & Shapson, 2001; 

Genesee, 1994).  
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According to Fortune (2000), a rich language environment refers to extensive oral 

and written input in the target language. Oral input will be discussed in later sections in 

reference to language use in the classroom. In terms of written input, one aspect is the use 

of authentic texts in the target language. Participants believed students were exposed to a 

large number of texts in their language classes, such as plays and novels. One teacher 

explained, “They do read books, or look at books. I do try to read books to them, not 

consistently because I want it to be something special. So they get a wide variety for their 

age in particular” (Teacher #C, Individual Interview #1, line 620). Outside of their official 

assigned class texts, I did not find evidence during the classroom observations of a rich 

language environment in most classrooms. For example, most classrooms had few, if any 

English books that were easily accessible to students. While elementary classrooms 

generally had a great deal of English visual aids on the walls, high school classrooms had 

little to none.  

Outside of the classroom, students emphasized exposure to texts through their use 

of the library. When asked in their reflection to draw and write about what they liked 

about learning English, many of the younger students drew pictures of the library. One 

student drew a picture of the library and wrote, “The library. I like it because there are 

books” (Grade 2 Reflection, translated). In contrast, teachers did not see the library as 

playing a large role, and generally did not refer to it when discussing reading. One early 

elementary teacher explained why she did not take her students to the library:  

I want to make sure if they are going to come to the library and we’re going to 

take time out of our schedule to walk up here, I want to make sure it is going to be 

really educational and well worth the time…I don’t want it just to be come in 
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here, grab a book and look at it because they can do that in the classroom. 

(Teacher C, Individual Interview #2, line 155) 

While the library provided access to a rich language environment, teachers did not value 

it to the same extent as students. Besides the library, no other evidence was seen of 

exposure to English language at school outside of the English classroom. Based on 

students’ and teacher’s comments, as well as classroom observations, TPBS did not create 

a rich language environment for students to experience English through written texts. 

The second aspect of the experiential approach is opportunities for students to 

interact with English. This will be discussed in reference to four aspects of language use: 

reading, writing, speaking and listening. Both teachers and students discussed reading as 

an effective tool for learning English. In the interviews and reflections, students indicated 

reading helped them learn new vocabulary words which they could apply to speaking and 

writing. One student wrote, “I love reading English because I think I learn more and 

makes me learn more new words” (Grade 6 Reflection). At various grade levels, they 

discussed different types of texts which they had read and enjoyed, both as a class, and 

independently. Teachers and students emphasized explicit instruction on reading 

comprehension strategies, such as summarizing, predicting, making connections, 

visualizing and asking questions, which were noted in the observations at both the 

elementary and secondary level. Teachers though, shared concerns regarding the 

comprehension level of their students. One teacher explained, “They read the words, but 

they’re not actually thinking about it, they just read the letters of the words…so it is hard 

for them to get the main idea [and] the main character” (Teacher A, Individual Interview 

#1, line 482). While teachers shared some concerns regarding reading comprehension, 



94 

 

 

participants indicated frequent and varied opportunities to engage in this type of language 

use. 

Participants also emphasized the writing process in their discussions at all grade 

levels. Students believed the writing process helped them learn new vocabulary words, 

apply grammar concepts they were learning in their language classes, and correct their 

mistakes based on teacher feedback. They believed they needed more opportunities to 

practice their writing though, especially pertaining to more practical writing, such as letter 

writing. Some teachers, especially in upper high school, believed that students were not at 

grade level for writing, though the question of a lack of grade standards was again 

mentioned. One teacher explained, “I did notice that they were not even close to grade 

level on writing...not on the same level that an English speaker would [be], then again 

would you expect them to, so I don’t know” (Teacher D, Individual Interview #1, line 

315). While participants described writing as a key component of their classes, they 

mentioned it with less frequency than reading, and showed less confidence in both 

instruction and practice. 

 Participants described a number of classroom activities in both language and 

content courses which they believed developed their speaking skills. These activities 

included: whole class and small group discussions, debates, presentations, games, and 

dramas. Students believed these activities helped them become more fluent, improve their 

pronunciation and practice correct grammar, but they stated they needed more 

opportunities to hone their speaking skills. One student explained, “What I am suggesting 

is that the English Program should do a project to improve the speaking hability [sic] in 

their students. Maybe having more hours of conversation classes (were [sic] all 
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participate). Take us to traduce [translate]” (Grade 11 Reflection). Teachers also 

emphasized speaking activities as important in their classes, from the earliest grades. In 

younger grades, teachers explained that a great deal of class time was spent in oral 

activities, though students’ oral production was often a mix of both languages. One 

teacher explained her approach to encouraging early use of oral English:  

There’s going to be a lot of Spanglish, but I’m okay as long as they’re using some 

English. That’s one thing that I’m starting to do…we’ll have a time when I’ll ask 

them a question and they’ll answer it but I’ll have one, two or three words in 

English that they have to use when they are sharing....Like this week, we’ve been 

doing the letter I, so one of the pictures on the letter I poster is ice cream,…so I 

asked them, ‘What’s your favourite ice cream?’, or the first question was, ‘Have 

you ever eaten ice cream?’. So they start talking and everybody wants to share, so 

I’m also teaching them you need to raise your hand, and then they also say ice 

cream when they are talking about ice cream. (Teacher C, Individual Interview #2, 

line 279) 

While participants emphasized the importance of frequent speaking opportunities, during 

the classroom observations, speaking practice was generally limited to whole group 

discussions and games, with few opportunities for small group or partner interactions. 

While there were limited opportunities for speaking between peers, oral practice as a 

whole group happened throughout all observations. The classroom observations, as well 

as the students’ comments, indicated that while oral practice is highly valued, it may not 

have occurred as frequently as students required to achieve proficiency. 
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Students and teachers also discussed the development of listening skills, though 

these discussions were quite limited compared to speaking. Students identified a number 

of activities that developed their listening skills, including: listening to their teacher speak 

during class time, writing or orally repeating a word that their teacher says, and watching 

movies or listening to music. Compared to speaking, teachers had a less clearly developed 

plan for developing listening skills. Most teachers did not include many listening 

activities. While some recognized that their students struggled with listening, they were 

not sure how to help them. One teacher, when asked about her students’ listening skills 

said, “Some of them do struggle with it. I have no idea what I would even do to help” 

(Teacher B, Individual Interview #1, line 373). Most teachers believed listening was a 

difficult skill for their students, but did not explicitly emphasize it in their language 

instruction or through directed opportunities to practice. 

In their discussions and written reflections, participants focused heavily on the 

importance of developing language skills. In the case of the teachers, this may be a 

reflection of the teachers interviewed, which were primarily language teachers, or a 

reflection of the emphasis on language courses over content, especially in the younger 

grades. Their discussions indicated certain weaknesses within the current approach, such 

as need for more productive language opportunities in speaking and writing, and a more 

explicit approach to including listening opportunities. In general though, both teachers 

and students painted a fairly positive picture of language instruction and opportunities in 

these four key areas at TPBS.  

While immersion programs have traditionally emphasized the experiential 

approach, the analytical approach focuses on students learning about language through 
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breaking it down into smaller parts (Lapkin et al., 1990) and through emphasizing the 

output of language that is both grammatically and sociolinguistically correct (Swain, 

2005). Various aspects of the analytical approach were present in the participants’ 

discussions, including grammar, vocabulary, sociolinguistic aspects, error correction and 

questioning.  

Teachers and students emphasized the importance of grammar as part of the 

language program. Generally, teachers provided direct instruction through explaining 

concepts orally or through videos, followed by a wide variety of techniques for written 

and oral practice. The classroom observations confirmed this approach, and I also noted 

that grammar practice opportunities were generally written and completed individually. 

As well, grammar was taught in isolation and not within the context of other language. 

While teachers and students recognized the important role of grammar, students found it 

at times confusing and teachers expressed concerns regarding the level of their students’ 

grammar, especially in the older grades. Teachers believed that there needed to be a more 

comprehensive approach to grammar in high school. One teacher described his 

experience:  

I did not have a very structured or organized way of approaching grammar and 

their grammar was not good and I kinda just let it be not good, really….I would 

say, it needed to be more structured and more consistent and it wasn’t consistent 

and it was very random and sporadic. It could have been more systematic and 

really more comprehensive I think and it wasn’t. (Teacher D, Individual Interview 

#1, line 524) 
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Some teachers believed that there needed to be significantly more grammar instruction, 

with up to half of students’ English classes focusing on grammar. Participants emphasized 

grammar as a key aspect of language instruction, but indicated students found it difficult 

and the current approach was not comprehensive enough. 

Teachers and students also emphasized vocabulary, another aspect of the 

analytical approach, in regards to language instruction. Typically, teachers provided 

students with a list of words in their spelling classes, and explained their meanings, and 

then led students through a variety of activities to practice. While students believed these 

classes were helpful, they questioned their teachers’ approaches at times. For example, 

while they stated their teachers encouraged them to use dictionaries, students felt this 

resource did not always help them: “If we ask her for a word, she tells us to look in the 

dictionary…in the dictionary there is not much writing so then we are very confused, so 

sometimes we are left without understanding the word” (Student 63, Gr. 5-6 Focus Group 

#1, line 342, translated). Students felt visuals, whether impromptu teacher drawings, 

posters and flash cards, were beneficial, yet very few visuals were used to support student 

learning in the classroom observations, even in cases when a visual would be easy to 

incorporate, such as learning the meaning of concrete verbs. 

Vocabulary instruction occurred during a number of the classroom observations, 

though two distinct approaches were noted. In one approach, as students encountered an 

unfamiliar word as they were reading aloud together, the class would discuss its meaning 

based on the context, and then check the meaning against the provided glossary. In the 

other approach, a teacher began with a list of words based on a spelling pattern, and the 

teacher asked the students to provide the Spanish equivalent of the word. Though the list 
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was based on a spelling pattern, the teacher did not provide direct instruction on the actual 

spelling pattern. While the first approach included strategies to determine the meaning of 

new words, the second approach depended on knowing the Spanish equivalent. While 

both approaches helped students determine the meaning of the word, the teacher did not 

provide explicit instruction on the vocabulary or spelling strategy, and instead focused on 

the word meaning. A more explicit approach may allow students to use these strategies 

independently to decipher word meaning. While participants emphasized the current role 

of vocabulary acquisition as a prominent aspect of the analytical approach, explicit 

instruction on vocabulary and spelling strategies could be included to further support 

students’ language development.  

 Teachers and students also discussed the sociolinguistic aspects of English which is 

another element of the analytical approach. According to Lyster (1994), sociolinguistic 

competence is the ability to recognize and produce appropriate language in a given 

context, including idiomatic phrases. Students described various avenues in which they 

learned these types of phrases, including listening to their teachers, through reading, 

watching television and movies and through looking for phrases on websites, such as 

Instagram. One student described why she liked to learn these types of phrases, 

explaining: “If you look at things people say it’s better in English than Spanish….In 

English they have like more expressions, and you can find more quotes in English than 

Spanish” (Student 81, Gr. 7-9 Focus Group Interview #1, line 228). They also described a 

number of approaches which they used to understand unfamiliar phrases, such as using 

the context to figure them out or asking an English speaker to explain them. While 

students showed interest in the sociolinguistic aspects of language, teachers did not 
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emphasize direct instruction of these types of phrases, but instead took a reactive 

approach, explaining a phrase if it occurred in reading. Another teacher took a more 

dismissive approach: “I would explain to them that it’s an English thing and that it’s hard 

to translate it into Spanish and that it wouldn’t make that much sense and then just keep 

reading” (Teacher A, Individual Interview #2, line 235). This type of language 

competence was also not emphasized in the classroom observations, outside of explicit 

instruction in one class on the correct intonation for specific types of sentences, such as 

an exclamatory sentence. While students demonstrated an interest in this aspect of the 

analytical approach, teachers did not prioritize it in the classroom. 

Participants also discussed two instructional strategies which are considered 

important to the analytical approach: error correction and questioning. In terms of error 

correction, participants commented that teachers regularly corrected students’ written and 

spoken errors and felt it was an effective tool to help students avoid making the same 

errors in the future and to improve their pronunciation. One teacher explained the 

evolution of his approach to error correction:  

At first, if I understood them, I would just let it go, but recognized more and more 

as I taught more, that it was helpful to correct their mistakes. And so, then it 

transitioned to how to correct their mistakes but not make them repeat it at first, 

but then recognized that I needed to make them say it correctly, and I received 

good feedback from that, they were not offended or whatever, and they 

appreciated it really. And so that’s what it has become, now every time, no matter 

what age, what grade, if they make a mistake then I’ll correct them and make them 
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repeat it before I’ll answer their question or whatever. (Teacher D, Individual 

Interview #1, line 561) 

Evidence from the classroom observations indicated a slightly different picture though. 

Teachers often corrected pronunciation and grammatical errors, but they did not 

consistently ask students to apply the correction through repeating the word or restating 

their idea correctly. This finding indicates while teachers recognized the importance of 

both correcting mistakes and having students apply the correction through practice, they 

did not consistently follow this approach in the classroom. 

Students and teachers also talked about the types of written corrections teachers 

made when marking students’ writing. Some explained that they did not correct every 

mistake, as it was too time consuming, while others described a more comprehensive 

approach:  

Going through and trying to correct every single thing is hard but it needs to 

happen just like if we were talking and they kept mispronouncing a word. I would 

say something every single time they mispronounced it until they said it right, but 

it ends up being just like a paper covered in red, even for some of the higher 

students…I don’t know, at some point I think that’s not really beneficial. (Teacher 

B, Individual Interview #1, line 602)  

Teachers questioned whether students read over their corrections and some felt a better 

approach was to correct writing with individual students, which was difficult because of 

time constraints.  

Interestingly, while students believed that teachers consistently provided written 

and oral feedback, some students believed their positive relationship with teachers limited 
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this feedback. They believed their teachers were overly concerned about hurting their 

students’ feelings, so they were not direct enough in their feedback. One student 

described the situation with his teachers: 

They are very, very careful with what they say, and sometimes it’s good, I mean, I 

like it. I love they’re careful with what they say, because it doesn’t hurt you, but it 

wouldn’t hurt me, too, for them to be a little more…a little harsher.…tough love. 

(Student 113, Gr. 10-11 Focus Group #2, line 202)  

This indicates that while students highly valued their relationship with their teachers, they 

needed more direct correction. While participants described error correction as a well-

integrated component, teachers doubted its effectiveness in improving written skills and 

did not consistently require students to incorporate their corrections. This finding 

indicates a need to incorporate a more comprehensive and direct approach to error 

correction as one aspect of the analytical approach.  

The final aspect of the analytical approach which was discussed was the use of 

questioning. Teachers stated they regularly used questioning to check students’ 

understanding. One teacher explained that when reading a book aloud, she would 

“interrupt them 50 million times with 10 million different questions to make sure that 

they were understanding the story” (Teacher B, Individual Interview #1, line 235). Some 

teachers explained that they were trying to teach their students to monitor their own 

understanding by asking themselves questions. The classroom observations confirmed 

that teachers generally used questioning for checking comprehension, but not to extend 

students’ communication. Like many of the other components of the analytical approach 
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discussed here, questioning occurred, but its implementation could be considered in light 

of the aims of the analytical approach to ensure its effectiveness. 

This section on approaches to content and language demonstrated a clear lean at 

TPBS toward isolated language instruction. According to participants, there was little 

integration between the two areas, as content teachers only included language objectives 

pertaining to content-specific vocabulary, and incidental instruction and feedback on 

language when required to access content. While the discussion of content was minimal, 

teachers and students discussed language, both the experiential and analytical aspects, on 

an in-depth level. While both approaches were incorporated to varying degrees, key 

weaknesses were highlighted that may be limiting the effectiveness of these approaches.  

In conclusion, students and teachers discussed a number of issues related to 

classroom practise. Data indicated a teacher-centred approach, with little input from 

students on their own learning. Teachers attempted to meet students’ needs through 

individual one-on-one support which led to frustration at the logistical limitations of this 

approach, and limited opportunities for valuable collaborative learning. Aspects of both 

the experiential and analytical approach existed, but certain aspects of these approaches 

were not yet fully realized. The final theme, use of Spanish and English, considers more 

specifically how participants use language, both inside and outside of the classroom. 

Use of Spanish and English 

The fourth and final theme which emerged was use of Spanish and English. This 

theme is divided into two types of language use: within the classroom and outside the 

classroom.  
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Within the Classroom 

The first sub-theme, within the classroom, examines the use of Spanish and 

English by students and teachers in the classroom, and TPBS’ language policy. In terms 

of student language use in the classroom, participants indicated an increasing use of 

English as students progressed through the grades. In the younger grades, students 

primarily spoke in Spanish in class compared to older grades where students increasingly 

used English, though still not all of the time. Students’ use of English was generally with 

their teachers, and Spanish with each other. One elementary student said, “I believe that 

the only time we speak in English in English class is with the Miss because, with our 

classmates, we never speak in English” (Student 63, Gr. 5-6 Focus Group #2, line 233, 

translated). Student language use was further noted in the reflections. In their reflections, 

students were given a choice to write in Spanish, English or through a mix of both 

languages and their language choices are represented in Figure 4. 
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Student Language Choice in Written Reflections 

In the oldest grades, Grades 9 to 11, between 84% and 93% of students chose to 

write in English. In Grades 2-7, the patterns are less clear, as students preferred Spanish 

in Grades 2, 5, 7 and 8, and English in the other grades. While there is not a clear linear 

pattern, the general trend was for students to choose to write in English more often in the 

older grades. This trend reflects participants’ comments that the use of English increases 

in the upper grades. Interestingly though, in the upper grades, while the majority of 

students chose to write in English which likely indicated a comfort in written English, a 

high amount of spoken Spanish still occured in the upper high school English classrooms. 

While this increase of English in the upper grades likely reflected students’ 

increasing proficiency in English and therefore ability to express themselves more easily 

in the upper grades, participants did not describe it as a consistent trajectory and believed 
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it depended on a variety of factors. Teachers believed students’ use of English depended 

on classroom dynamics, individual students’ motivation, English level and the language 

background of each teacher. Teachers described an increased use of English in academic 

courses (such as English and Science) over non-academic courses (such as Physical 

Education) and during activities where students were more actively involved, regardless 

of content. While students indicated a high motivation and preference for English, they 

provided a number of explanations why they spoke Spanish in the English classroom, 

including: discomfort in speaking in English to other native Spanish speakers, limited 

English vocabulary, and personality factors such as shyness. One student explained his 

reasoning: “Because sometimes you do not want to speak in English because you are 

Honduran or you are in a Spanish-speaking country so we are more accustomed to 

[speak] Spanish.” (Student 51, Gr. 5-6 Focus Group #1, line 159, translated). A number 

of students from various grades indicated that one barrier in speaking English is the 

possibility of classmates making fun of them, explaining, “Maybe because they are afraid 

that they don’t know a word and …and they don´t say it…good and the classmates will 

laugh” (Student 44, Gr. 3-4 Focus Group #1, line 47). Participants indicated a variety of 

reasons which influenced students’ use of Spanish and English in the classroom, though 

teachers and students did not provide the same explanations. While students still indicated 

reticence to speak in English in the upper grades, the majority chose to write in English.  

In sum, while students and teachers agreed about the amount of English and 

Spanish used by students in the classroom, they identified different barriers which they 

believed limited students’ use of spoken English within the classroom. While the barriers 

were dissimilar, they may have contributed to why students chose to speak in Spanish in 
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the English classroom. It seems these barriers are removed when students were given the 

choice whether to write in Spanish or English, as the majority picked English in the upper 

grades. It is important to consider this finding in light of the earlier finding that students 

were not provided with frequent and extended opportunities to speak in the English 

classroom. A lack of opportunities to speak may have contributed to students’ discomfort 

in speaking in English or it may be compounding the potential impact on their L2 

language achievement of their decision to often speak in Spanish in the English 

classroom. In either case, it is important to consider the impact of this finding on students’ 

learning of English. 

Participants also discussed teachers’ language use in the classroom. At all grade 

levels, students stated their teachers spoke mainly in English but at times used Spanish to 

explain a concept or to provide a direct word translation. Most students found it very 

helpful when teachers were able to explain in Spanish. Yet, students recognized the limits 

of teachers speaking in Spanish, and emphasized the value of speaking and listening to 

their teachers as one of the most effective ways to improve their oral English. One student 

commented it was important for students not to rely on a teacher to explain in Spanish:  

Because you get to the point you don’t understand really good. Your English is 

getting lower, so is better to try to understand [when the teacher speaks in 

English]. If you don’t understand it, so it will be helpful [for the teacher to explain 

in Spanish], but sometimes you should understand the things that he is saying [in 

English]. (Student 82, Gr. 7-9 Focus Group #1, line 165) 
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While students believed it was helpful for teachers to use Spanish as times to explain a 

specific word or phrase, they described very narrow parameters for the use of Spanish by 

English teachers. 

In terms of the teachers’ perspective on their language use, their use of Spanish 

depended on the grade they taught, and not on the linguistic background of the teacher. 

All but one teacher considered themselves to have at least some proficiency in oral 

Spanish, but the teachers who indicated they spoke the most Spanish were elementary 

teachers, regardless of the teacher’s first language. In the youngest grades, teachers stated 

they spoke in Spanish up to half of their class time but by high school teachers used little 

to no Spanish with their students. Many teachers described a mixed approach, using a 

Spanish word or phrase or concurrent translation as required. Teachers provided a number 

of explanations why they believed it was important to use Spanish in the English 

classroom, especially in the elementary classroom, for classroom management, to develop 

a rapport with students, for direct translations of a specific word or phrase, to explain 

difficult or abstract content and to provide a link between Spanish and English. One 

teacher explained her approach to teaching past participles:  

I had to pull out Spanish because they needed to draw some sort of bridge between 

the two types of grammar … so that they can see how it fits in so you can use the 

framework that you already have and make a copy with tweaks for Spanish. So I 

was like oh, past participle, is like hado or hido in espanol, so they were like, oh, 

that makes sense. (Teacher H, Focus Group #2, line 577) 

Some teachers expressed doubts as to whether they should be any Spanish in the English 

classroom, especially in the high school grades. Some teachers indicated they did not 
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even recognize whether they were speaking in Spanish or in English to their students. One 

bilingual teacher explained: “There are times when I’ll just speak in Spanish with the kids 

and I’ll catch myself and I’ll be like, whoah, I’m speaking in Spanish to the kids, I need to 

switch to English” (Teacher C, Individual Interview #1, line 220).  

While both teachers and students discussed teachers’ language use in the 

classroom, a discrepancy existed between both their descriptions of the percentage of time 

in each instructional language and the type of language interactions. Students believed 

their teachers used English the majority of the time, and only used Spanish to explain a 

concept or a word. Teachers on the other hand indicated they used Spanish regularly and 

for a wide variety of reasons to support student learning. Data from the classroom 

observations confirmed the students’ description, as high school teachers rarely, if ever, 

used Spanish and elementary teachers generally used it only to provide the Spanish 

equivalent of an English word to students. One teacher did use Spanish on one occasion 

to explain a concept to a group of struggling students, but in general, there was very little 

Spanish use by teachers during the observations. There are a number of potential 

explanations for these different perspectives. First, student interviews and observations 

were conducted with middle elementary to upper high school classes, while teacher 

interviews were conducted with teachers from all grade levels. The observation and 

student data therefore did not include early elementary, where the use of Spanish by 

teachers is more prevalent, according to the teachers. As well, teachers may have changed 

their language practices because of my presence in the room, if they believed I supported 

an English-only approach to language instruction. While this discrepancy may be related 

to sampling or the effect of my presence in the classroom, it is also possible that the 
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teachers’ use of Spanish may not be as helpful to student learning as teachers believe. 

Students described much narrower parameters for teachers’ use of Spanish which 

indicates the use of Spanish by teachers may not play as essential a role in supporting 

student learning as teachers believe. 

Students and teachers also discussed TPBS’ policy regarding the use of English 

and Spanish in the English classroom. This policy calls for an increasing amount of 

English used by students and outlines an English-only student policy beginning in Grade 

5. The policy also encourages teachers to use English at all times with their students, 

regardless of grade. Both teachers and students discussed the policy in reference to its 

bearing on students and did not discuss the policy’s recommendations for teachers’ 

language use. In general, participants believed the policy was helpful in supporting 

student learning of English, but some had concerns regarding its implementation. One 

teacher believed it had a negative effect on relationships with students: “It just stinks 

because it turns us into English Nazis into [having to constantly say] speak in English, 

speak in English, speak in English, and that isn’t always the best” (Teacher B, Individual 

Interview, line 118). Some younger students felt the current consequences tied to the rule 

were unfair. One student explained, “I believe that it is a bit difficult because for example 

we forget that we have to speak only in English and we say some words in Spanish and 

sometimes our teacher punishes us” (Gr. 3-4 Focus Group #1, Student 32, line 173, 

translated). In contrast, in the older grades, students believed it needed to be more strictly 

enforced, and possibly with other non-academic consequences. One student wrote, “We 

are not supposed to talk in Spanish in English class, but we still do it. We should be 

punished, estrictamente [strictly], for doing that, cuz if the teachers just take us some 
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points, we don’t care enough” (Grade 9 Reflection). This discrepancy between teachers’ 

and younger students’ beliefs compared to the other students is important as it indicates 

that the policy may be more appropriate for older students than for younger. As well, 

while all participants agreed with the policy in theory, its current impact on students’ 

grades may need to be reconsidered. 

In sum, both teachers and students spent a great deal of time discussing the use of 

Spanish and English by teachers and students within the classroom. They agreed that 

students used English increasingly in the older grades, yet still not exclusively, but they 

disagreed on the possible reasons why students used English. In terms of teachers’ use of 

the languages, teachers and students held different opinions on how often teachers used 

Spanish, as well as how they used it. Participants supported the school’s language policy 

in reference to student language use, though discussed concerns regarding its 

implementation. A lack of consistency existed between teachers’ and students’ opinions 

and the school policy regarding how student and teacher language use supports L2 

development. 

Outside Classroom 

Both teachers and students discussed students’ use of English outside of the 

classroom though the two groups differed in how often they believed English was used by 

students. 96% of students indicated they used English outside of school. 96% of students 

indicated that they had at least one family member that spoke English, and others spoke 

regularly to English-speaking friends. Students as young as Grade 6 mentioned that they 

translated for family members or foreigners visiting Honduras. 67% of students indicated 

they used English to access a variety of media forms and technologies, such as: music, 
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video games, Facebook, internet websites, television programs, movies (including foreign 

films with English sub-titles), and cell phone and computer interfaces. When asked in 

their reflections what has helped them learn English, one student stated, “So learning 

English has been easy, because reading and talking to North-American people has helped 

me. Also, watching English TV shows…Also listening to music in English has made it 

easy” (Grade 9 Reflection).  

A number of students in the interviews and reflections cited out-of-classroom 

activities as a major contributing factor to their learning of English. In general though, 

students saw few connections between their English classes and their everyday lives. 

While they described frequent informal use of Spanish, students believed there should 

also be additional extracurricular English opportunities arranged by the school, such as 

assigned days when the entire school spoke only in English all day, more English events 

at school and opportunities for translating. Other students believed they needed more 

opportunities to practice with English-speakers outside of school, explaining: “I say we 

need to practice more like talking with other people…In here we talk with a English 

teacher we feel like normal, but when we go outside or another place we feel like scared” 

(Student 71, Gr. 7-9 Focus Group #1, line 429). Some students mentioned that they 

believed there should be more of an emphasis on practical forms of writing, as opposed to 

formal essays. While students used English regularly outside of school, and felt this 

contributed strongly to their language development, they generally saw few connections 

between these two areas. 

When teachers discussed the students’ use of English outside of school, they saw 

it as playing a much smaller role in students’ lives. Most teachers believed students had 
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limited opportunities to use English outside the classroom and had few family members 

that spoke English. One teacher said, “I don’t think the majority of students get English 

outside of class, so they’re not going to practice it at home so they need to be practicing it 

here” (Teacher B, Teacher Interview #1, line 116). While some teachers attempted to 

make connections between their English classes and the outside world through activities 

like reading the world news in English or organizing pen pal programs, they recognized 

this was one weakness of the program. One teacher explained:  

I think the students are right. There wasn’t a whole lot of opportunity to have 

meaningful use of the language. When we did, like we would have if someone 

came and visited or something and they would talk that would be helpful or we 

would watch movies in English class….In science I had them teach the younger 

grades the concepts…but I think it was still pretty forced because really they could 

have communicated more effectively in Spanish so that I don’t think would even 

be a good example. Yeah, it was very limited, in terms of real world application. 

(Teacher D, Individual Interview #1, line 624) 

Most teachers believed that there were currently limited opportunities for students to 

connect what they were learning in English class with their lives outside the classroom, 

even though students clearly valued this type of learning.  

In sum, this theme considered the use of language by participants both inside and 

outside of the classroom. Participants generally agreed on patterns behind student 

language use in the classroom, though not on the reasons behind their use. In reference to 

teachers’ language use in the classroom, teachers emphasized their use of Spanish for a 
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variety of reasons, while their students minimized it. Participants also agreed upon the 

school’s language policy in theory pertaining to student language use, but their opinions 

varied in regards to its implementation. In terms of students’ use of English outside of the 

classroom, while students believed it had a major influence on their learning, few 

connections existed between their English classes and the rest of their lives. Clearly, in 

terms of language use of participants, some discrepancies existed which need to be 

clarified in order to support the students’ language acquisition goals. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, this chapter has extensively explored the four themes related to the 

teaching and learning of English at TPBS from both teachers’ and students’ perspectives. 

The main data came from the interviews with teachers and students, but the student 

reflections and classroom observations data at times were used to further illuminate these 

themes. In the next chapter, I will use these themes to inform this study’s research 

questions in light of the previous research on immersion education.  
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Chapter 5 

Discussions and Conclusions 

This chapter begins with a return to the theoretical framework which guided this 

study. Then, I answer the research questions in relationship to the themes which were 

outlined in Chapter 4 and the previous literature discussed. Next, I consider the 

implications for instructional practice for the TPBS context and other similar immersion 

programs, followed by a discussion of the limitations of the study and directions for 

future research. This chapter finishes with an autobiographical reflection and a 

consideration of the significance of the study.  

Theoretical Framework 

The framework developed by Lapkin et al. (1990) guided the steps of this study 

from the identification of the research questions, to the organization of the literature 

review, to the research design. First, it outlined key variables of the teaching and learning 

process for immersion programs which were evident at TPBS, though to different extents 

than outlined by Lapkin et al. in the Canadian context. For example, while the integration 

of content and language was superficial, there was evidence of both the analytical and 

experiential approaches. The strategies identified as important by Lapkin et al., such as 

cooperative learning, questioning and error correction, were also present, though they 

required further development to be more effective in this context. Next, the framework 

identified three key mediating variables: program type, learner characteristics and teacher 

characteristics. In terms of program type, TPBS was identified as an early partial 

immersion program. While participants strongly supported the current starting age, much 
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debate surrounded the relationship between the Spanish and English programs. 

Motivation and engagement were identified as important learner characteristics in this 

study, while questions related to the relationship between L1 and L2 proficiency require 

further exploration. In terms of teacher characteristics, education, training and experience 

were more important in the TPBS context compared to linguistic background which 

Lapkin et al. identified as key in Canada. Finally, the framework presented two aspects of 

product variables: academic and linguistic outcomes and social psychological issues. This 

study focused on linguistic outcomes; students’ language achievement both reflected and 

contradicted strengths and weaknesses established in other immersion research. While 

Lapkin et al.’s framework provided excellent guidance for this study, certain aspects were 

more important than others within this context, while other variables still require further 

exploration. The following section discusses these variables further through answering the 

research questions. 

Research Questions 

 The purpose of this study was to explore the relationships between mediating 

variables, including TPBS’ program, teacher and learner characteristics, and the current 

practice of teaching and learning English within the TPBS immersion program from both 

teachers’ and students’ perspectives. In order to include the different perspectives of my 

participants when answering the research questions, I reflected on Richardson and St. 

Pierre’s (2008) model of crystallization, where the authors draw an analogy between the 

consideration of participants’ different perspectives and looking through a prism. 

According to Richardson and St. Pierre, considering data from different perspectives is 

similar to looking through a prism from different points; your view will change greatly 
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depending on your perspective. From various viewpoints, you will see different colours 

and patterns, and reflected light will cast diverse patterns in various directions. For this 

study, this metaphor has become important in answering the research questions, as I have 

attempted to acknowledge the different perspectives of the participants as a reflection of 

their own personal experience. In consideration of the different perspectives, the research 

questions which guided this study were:  

1. What strategies do students identify as contributing to their learning of English 

(teaching/learning processes variables)?  

 

2. What strategies do English teachers identify as key in their teaching of English 

(teaching/learning processes variables)?  

 

3. What learner characteristics do the students identify as important in their learning 

of English (mediating variables)? 

 

4. What teacher characteristics do the teachers identify as important in their teaching 

of English (mediating variables)? 

 

5. How do the students and teachers describe the immersion program and view its 

role in impacting the learning and teaching of English (mediating variables)? 

 

6. How does teaching and learning of English occur within the immersion program 

(teaching/learning processes variables)?  

 

While the research questions were treated separately in the development of the 

instruments, in this discussion some of the questions are combined to reflect the patterns 

in the data which show a clear relationship between certain themes and corresponding 

research questions. Figure 4 is an adaptation of Figure 3 which appeared in Chapter 4, as 

the themes are now shown in relationship to the research questions. Starting at the top 

centre is the first theme, teacher and student characteristics, which addresses the third and 

fourth research questions. Moving to the right, the second theme, program characteristics, 
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informs the fifth research question. Continuing around the circle, the third and fourth 

themes, classroom practice and use of Spanish and English, provide insight into the first, 

second, and sixth research questions. While the themes are presented as corresponding 

exactly with the research questions, this does not fully demonstrate the 

interconnectedness of many of the themes and the research questions.  

Figure 4 

 Relationship between Themes and Research Questions 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Teacher and Student Characteristics 

This first section discusses the third and fourth research questions which consider 

the characteristics participants identify about themselves as important in their teaching 
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and learning of English. This section begins with the findings on teacher characteristics, 

followed by student characteristics. 

TPBS teachers described their individual characteristics related to their teaching in 

challenging terms. Most teachers lacked experience, and often a background in education. 

They received no training as immersion teachers at TPBS and doubted their own 

competence as educators in a bilingual school. These findings are important to consider in 

light of research which links teachers’ professional background to the success of 

immersion programs. Johnson and Swain (1997) argue immersion teachers require high 

professional expertise and a strong commitment to bilingualism. Tong et al.’s (2008) 

study establishes a link between quality of instruction in immersion programs and the 

training of teachers. Montague (1997) argues that specific teacher training must be one of 

the key considerations when developing an immersion program. While research indicates 

the importance of immersion teacher training, this type of expertise is scarce throughout 

Latin America. According to Banfi et al. (2008), in the Argentinian context, while most 

teachers in elite bilingual schools have university level teacher training, they rarely 

receive any training nor demonstrate awareness of strategies specific to bilingual 

education. This study provides further evidence for de Mejía’s (2005) argument that 

bilingual teachers must be provided with both pre-service and in-service training specific 

to bilingual education in order to help them meet the specific needs of their students. This 

becomes even more important in settings like TPBS that rely on international teachers, as 

there is often a high turn-over rate and therefore a lack of consistency and continuity. 

In terms of the linguistic background of teachers, all teachers but one indicated at 

least a functional level of Spanish and all indicated their English level was highly 



120 

 

 

proficient or above. While some differences exist in immersion research regarding the 

recommended level of proficiency of bilingual teachers, Banfi et al. (2008) argue teachers 

within the South American context should be proficient enough in each language to 

support students in making connections between the languages, as well as to 

communicate effectively with colleagues. The fairly high level of bilingualism at TPBS is 

unique in light of some research in South America (Banfi et al.) and specifically in 

Honduras (Alley, 1996) which notes that often foreign teachers have very little 

proficiency in Spanish.  

While teachers indicated high levels of bilingualism, they did not necessarily 

indicate high levels of intercultural understanding. The role of culture was not explicitly 

explored in this study, but teachers mentioned conflict both with Spanish teachers, as well 

as with the leadership of TPBS, which may have been related to intercultural differences. 

Interestingly, participants did not note high levels of intercultural conflict between 

students and teachers, though some of the challenges they mentioned in regards to student 

engagement, may be partially explained by different cultural expectations. The role of 

culture as a teacher characteristic could be an insightful area for further study.  

Students believed bilingual teachers provided important support to their learning, 

but they believed their teachers should be native English speakers. This preference 

reflects trends in this region, as other researchers note native-English speakers are often 

preferred, including by administrators who believe this will minimize the use of Spanish 

within the classroom (de Mejía et al., 2008). Yet immersion research indicates native 

proficiency is not necessary, though an extremely high level of English proficiency is 

important, which was seen in this study. Likely because of this high level of proficiency 
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at TPBS, linguistic background did not impact teachers’ choice of instructional language. 

Linguistic background may be related to teacher training though, as none of the teachers 

who spoke Spanish as a first language had teacher training, while four of the six native-

English speakers had teacher training. This finding again reflects trends common in 

immersion programs in South America, where language proficiency outweighs 

pedagogical training in the hiring process (de Mejía et al.). This finding is different than 

the Canadian context, where there has been traditionally a shortage of immersion teachers 

because of a lack of linguistic proficiency in French, even when there has otherwise been 

a surplus of trained teachers. This finding may indicate that while TPBS has hired 

teachers with native or a very high level of English proficiency, they have not prioritized 

pedagogical training to the same extent.  

In terms of student characteristics, students indicated a high level of motivation in 

learning English but their engagement was tied to a clear purpose for their learning. At 

TPBS, students mentioned both future uses of English connected to further study and 

employment, as well as immediate uses, such as translating for their family members and 

accessing English media. This is an important finding, as it differs from some other South 

American immersion studies where students indicated a high level of motivation for 

learning English linked to future academic and career success and not an immediate 

personal language need (de Mejía, 2002; Spezzini, 2005). Another important aspect of 

this finding is TPBS teachers believed students were actually not motivated to learn 

English. Possibly, they interpreted students’ lack of engagement as a lack of motivation, 

instead of considering how classroom practices contributed to a lack of engagement. This 
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finding is important as to consider in regards to implications for teaching practices, as 

well as for communication between teachers and students.  

To summarize, a number of key teacher and student characteristics emerged as 

important in the teaching and learning of English at TPBS. In terms of teachers, a lack of 

education and experience created a sense of doubt regarding their own professional 

competence, while their linguistic background played a secondary role. For students, they 

demonstrated high motivation for learning English, based on both immediate and future 

language usage. They also indicated a need for a clearer purpose for their learning at 

school and a connection to their everyday lives. 

Program Characteristics 

This second section discusses program characteristics and addresses the fifth 

research question which explores how participants described the program and how the 

program’s characteristics influenced the teaching and learning of English.  

Participants described the school in positive terms, with an emphasis on its 

Christian values and community atmosphere. In terms of the relationship between the 

Spanish and English programs, participants focused on the starting age of students, the 

division between Spanish and English and the level of integration between the two 

programs. Teachers and students strongly supported the current model with students 

beginning Spanish and English instruction upon entering kindergarten. While the teachers 

and students were in agreement, the question of the role of age in the success of 

immersion programs has been widely debated in other research, with researchers 

presenting evidence in support of early, middle and late immersion programs. Genesee 

(2004) argues the decision should be based upon the needs of the specific school 
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community. This is an important consideration, as other researchers have found that 

context matters in determining the success of bilingual programs (de Mejía, 2002). TPBS 

operates within a primarily monolingual culture and students have little formal exposure 

to English outside of school, which Marsh et al. (2000) found was an important 

determinant of students’ success in a late English immersion program in Hong Kong. As 

well, students may not have high levels of L1 proficiency, as teachers indicated concerns 

that the current Spanish program is not developing essential literacy skills in students. 

TPBS shares some similarities with a Spanish-English immersion school in Paraguay, 

where Spezzini (2005) explains students engaged in minimal L1 literacy activities at 

home, as children were often being raised by illiterate caregivers and a tradition of 

children’s literature was not present. This finding is important in light of Cummins’ 

(1980) Common Underlying Proficiency theory which states a transfer of skills can occur 

across languages, but this transfer is dependent on a solid L1 proficiency. It is important 

to consider the potential ramifications of TPBS operating an early immersion program 

without a solid base in Spanish, as a weak L1 base undermines student proficiency in both 

their first and second languages. This interaction between the two languages requires 

further exploration but certain program and cultural characteristics indicate early 

immersion as an appropriate fit for TPBS. Students also indicated the early immersion 

program supported their learning which is likely the most compelling argument for its 

continuance. 

While participants agreed on the starting age for Spanish and English instruction, 

they held differing views on the division between the two languages. The question of how 

much time to spend in each language has also been widely debated within immersion 



124 

 

 

research. Genesee (2004) again provides an overview of this research, stating that most 

studies point to a higher level of proficiency in total immersion programs, as opposed to 

partial. In the Honduran context, many bilingual schools follow a model close to total 

immersion in which 80% of classes are taught in English and 20% in Spanish 

(Association, 2012). Yet in other Latin American countries, immersion programs begin 

with full immersion in the early grades, followed by a decrease in elementary to an even 

division between both languages and a decrease in second language instruction in the later 

grades (de Mejía, 2005). TPBS has traditionally disagreed with these models, believing 

full immersion does not prepare students effectively in aspects of the Spanish language 

and has a negative impact on students’ identity development, especially in the younger 

grades. Yet this belief is not based on empirical research which has shown full immersion 

does not have a negative impact on first language development. As well, TPBS students 

did not see any negative impact of English instruction on their Spanish development. 

While TPBS has traditionally been concerned at limiting English instruction to ensure 

proficiency in Spanish, they should consider whether their current 50/50 model of partial 

immersion supports their student achievement of English proficiency. 

This issue of language distribution is not unique to TPBS. de Mejía (2005) 

indicates few schools in Colombia have developed a clear rationale to explain their 

policies regarding language distribution and indicates this is a key need for moving 

forward. Hamel (2008) argues for a more integrated approach, and states that Latin 

American bilingual schools should organize around a curriculum that allows for multiple 

transfers between both languages. He claims this type of integration is uncommon in 

schools in this area, which often operate as two separate schools, divided along the 
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language line. de Mejía et al. (2008) agrees, stating a clear division exists in most 

Colombian elite bilingual schools. These patterns in Latin American schools reflect the 

current situation at TPBS very well, as English teachers commented on the lack of 

integration between the two programs in terms of conflicting expectations and a lack of 

respect for the English program. This lack of integration is especially surprising 

considering the high level of bilingualism amongst English teachers. The feelings of 

isolation expressed by the English teachers were not due to language barriers and could 

be addressed in order to promote integration between the two programs. Discrepancies 

among participants, as well as findings from other immersion research, points to a need 

for TPBS to establish a clear rationale regarding the starting age and intensity of language 

instruction for its program and move toward a more integrated approach to the English 

and Spanish programs which supports literacy goals in both languages.  

Classroom Practice and Use of Spanish and English 

This final section, classroom practice and use of Spanish and English, answers the 

first, second and sixth research questions which address the strategies identified by 

teachers and students as important in the teaching and learning of English, as well as how 

teaching and learning occurred within the immersion program at the time of the study. 

This section explores these issues in reference to two major organizing features: the 

process of teaching and learning and the corresponding product of student achievement. 

Overall, students believed there was a high level of teaching and learning within 

the English program at TPBS. Teachers shared a wider variety of views, with some 

agreeing with the students’ high opinions, while others shared major concerns regarding 

current instructional approaches. These concerns regarding the quality of instruction are 
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important in light of research which shows the use of research-based instruction practices 

as a key determinant in student achievement over the amount of time spent in each 

language (Genesee, 2004; Tong et al., 2008). To explore quality of instruction, this 

section focuses on teaching and learning in reference to three main areas which have been 

identified as important in immersion programs: teacher-directed versus student-centred 

approach, integration of content and language, teacher input and student output. 

Currently, TPBS follows a teacher-directed approach which emphasizes formal 

teacher instruction. While teachers believed they pursued a balanced approach of 

instruction and practice, students’ reflections and interviews, as well as classroom 

observations, placed teachers firmly at the front of the classroom with students on the 

receiving end of formal instruction. While students frequently collaborated informally, 

teachers rarely created opportunities for group work. Yet research shows the importance 

of moving the emphasis away from the teacher to emphasize collaborative learning in 

immersion programs to address identified weaknesses, such as students having 

significantly less opportunities to speak with others compared to a L1 classroom 

(Genesee, 1994). In their study, Klinger and Vaughn (2000) found cooperative learning 

led to increased scores on post English vocabulary tests. During the study, students spent 

the majority of time in academic discussions, helped each other to apply the strategies and 

clarified vocabulary words while using L1 and L2 effectively. In another study conducted 

by Kowal and Swain (1997), students worked in groups to deconstruct a text. They used 

problem solving strategies to determine the meaning of confusing parts, and provided 

feedback to each other. Lyster (1994) also found that cooperative strategies, including 

peer correction, were one of the key approaches that increased sociolinguistic competence 
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pertaining to students’ correct use of informal and formal language in an immersion 

classroom. These three studies provide evidence of the benefit of group work in 

immersion classrooms and students’ ability to support their own and their peers’ learning. 

By removing themselves from the centre of the classroom, teachers can place more 

responsibility on students for their own learning. This approach also allows for a 

significant amount of learning to occur through peer-to-peer interactions, which could 

increase language opportunities and allow for students to become more active in their 

learning process. 

One of the defining facets of immersion programs has traditionally been the 

integration of content and language, yet in this study, participants presented a very 

superficial understanding of this relationship. In most cases, students and teachers saw a 

clear division between the language and content courses, and described language 

instruction in content courses only when necessary to meet content goals. On one hand, 

this finding matches with the traditional content-driven approach to immersion education 

(Met, 1998), in which the mastery of content is seen as more important than the mastery 

of language (Genesee, 1994). Fortune (2000) also argues immersion curriculum should be 

organized around content-based concepts, which currently matches with the approach in 

TPBS’ content courses. Yet, she argues each lesson should also have a clear language 

objective that follows from the content goals. According to Abello-Contesse et al. (2013), 

this type of integration is rare, as immersion teachers are normally trained either in 

content or in language, especially in the upper grades, and therefore content teachers do 

not necessarily see themselves as language teachers. According to Tedick et al. (2011), 

immersion teachers often do know how to integrate content and language, and do not 
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necessarily even believe integration is important. Yet, research indicates the integration of 

content and language must be explicit and not incidental in immersion programs. Broner 

and Tedick (2011) further this argument by stating that immersion programs must set 

clear content and language goals for each course and design classroom tasks that require 

the accomplishment of both types of objectives. As well, they claim all teachers should 

exploit any language learning opportunities through modelling correct language, 

providing corrective feedback and expanding students’ vocabulary. This integration of 

content and language goals was more complicated in the TPBS context though, as 

teachers believed a clear outline of the language goals for the TPBS’ immersion program 

did not exist. This lack of clear goals may be explained by inconsistent leadership in the 

English program recent years, as well as the high turnover rate of teachers. Teachers were 

therefore operating in a vacuum in which they were unaware of the goals of the English 

program and what was expected of them or of their students. In order to integrate content 

and language effectively, TPBS needs to establish explicit language goals for each grade 

matched with specific content goals for each course. 

While immersion research indicates a clear need for the integration of content and 

language, it also points to some important approaches to language teaching and learning, 

most notably to the concept of teacher input and student output. The discussion of teacher 

input will consider three main areas which have been identified as key in research and in 

the themes: comprehensible L2 input, explicit instruction and feedback. Student output 

will consider frequency of L2 output, and extended and meaningful opportunities. 

Comprehensible L2 input has traditionally been considered one of the hallmarks 

of the experiential approach and will be discussed here in reference to teachers’ oral use 
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of the second language in the classroom. This topic is one of the most commonly debated 

topics in immersion research, with some researchers calling for exclusive use of L2 by 

teachers, while others argue for the use of both languages at separate times, and others for 

an ongoing mix of both languages. While TPBS had a policy that stated teachers should 

use English with students at all times, the English teachers were not aware of the 

existence of such a policy. In this study, teachers used both Spanish and English 

frequently in the younger grades for a variety of purposes, and used English primarily in 

the upper grades. Students indicated that they, at times, did not understand their teachers 

when they were speaking in English, which indicates teachers may not be providing 

comprehensible L2 input. Fortune (2000) argues that teachers can make input 

comprehensible through a variety of strategies, including: body language, visuals, slowing 

down and simplifying language, rephrasing and repeating information and speaking 

clearly. While teachers employed some of these strategies, in the younger grades they 

described a heavy reliance on the use of Spanish to communicate their meaning, which 

may limit the amount of English input received by students.  

The second aspect of teacher input refers to explicit instruction in language forms, 

a key part of the analytical approach. While this study emphasized a teacher-centred 

approach which included a high level of formal instruction, it lacked explicit instruction 

in grammar, vocabulary and sociolinguistic competence which have been identified as 

important to address in immersion programs. In terms of grammar, teachers indicated a 

high level of doubt regarding the current approach to grammar and believed a more 

comprehensive approach to grammar instruction and practice was important. A lack of 

grammar instruction has been a criticism of traditional immersion programs which viewed 
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grammar only as a means to facilitate expression (Genesee, 1994). Day and Shapson’s 

(2001) experiment in Grade 7 immersion classrooms in Canada found that explicit 

grammar instruction led to positive growth on various measures. In terms of vocabulary, 

while TPBS’ students and teachers mentioned consistent word instruction, they did not 

describe a great deal of accompanying vocabulary strategies. Vocabulary has been 

identified as another weakness in traditional immersion programs and an area which 

requires explicit instruction as part of the analytical approach (Genesee, 1994). Carlo et 

al. (2004) found in their study that second language learners benefited from direct word 

instruction as well as vocabulary strategies, such as using context clues and cognate use. 

Finally, while TPBS students demonstrated some interest in learning about sociolinguistic 

aspects of language, many teachers minimized its importance and did not provide explicit 

instruction. In his study, Lyster (1994) found significant improvement on aspects of 

sociolinguistic competence, tied to the use of explicit instruction and teacher feedback. 

These studies confirm that explicit instruction on grammar, vocabulary and 

sociolinguistic features are key aspects of teacher input which support student learning in 

an immersion classroom. While elements of these approaches occurred at TPBS, a more 

systematic and comprehensive approach would further support student learning.  

The final aspect of teacher input is feedback provided to students. 

Participants in this study emphasized a high level of error correction as one of the key 

forms of teacher feedback. Teachers demonstrated other strategies associated with 

feedback in the immersion classroom, they generally used them only to check students’ 

understanding. A similar trend has been found in other bilingual classrooms, as teachers 

rarely used expansion or clarification questions to encourage students to elaborate their 
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answers, even though this would have been a successful strategy to encourage students’ 

oral development (Ramirez, 1986). Fortune (2000) calls for teachers to move past the use 

of questioning to check for understanding, and to use it as a tool to encourage language 

growth and improve accuracy through asking students to clarify or expand their answers. 

This finding is in line with Swain’s (2005) output theory that teacher must push students 

to not just produce language but produce grammatically and sociolinguistically correct 

language. While teachers may be concerned about not jeopardizing their positive 

relationships with students by correcting them, students see direct feedback as positive, 

and necessary for their development.  

In sum, this study included a great deal of evidence demonstrating a variety of 

forms of teacher input. While many of these practices support student learning in an 

immersion program, certain weaknesses have been noted, such as limited comprehensible 

input in English, insufficient explicit instruction and limited forms of teacher feedback. 

These issues have been noted in other immersion programs and can therefore be 

addressed through practices which have been shown to be effective in improving teacher 

input in immersion classrooms.  

In terms of student output, participants presented a less positive picture pertaining 

to frequency of L2, and extended and meaningful opportunities to use English. While 

teachers believed they provided sufficient opportunities for student output, students’ 

comments, as well as classroom observations, indicated these opportunities were limited. 

A heavy emphasis on formal teacher instruction and minimal group work limited 

opportunities for students to use language within the classroom. This finding is important, 

as immersion students have typically struggled with their productive skills which is likely 
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linked to their lack of opportunities to use them (Swain, 2005). This echoes other studies 

which show students in immersion programs are often provided with fewer opportunities 

to use language than in L1 classrooms (Genesee 1994; Ramirez, 1986). As well, in this 

study students frequently chose to speak in Spanish in the English classroom, though this 

lessened in the upper grades. Students identified a variety of reasons for this reticence, 

including anxiety over making a mistake, especially in front of their peers, and a low 

perceived level of competency which affected their confidence to speak. This finding is 

very similar to Spezzini’s (2005) study which found Grade 12 students in Paraguay 

unwilling to use English in front of their peers, despite their use of it elsewhere. Yet, 

while TPBS students were concerned about these issues, they still demonstrated an 

increasing amount of second language use in older grades. Interestingly, this is in line 

with MacIntyre et al.’s (2002) which found students in a late immersion program in Nova 

Scotia were more willing to communicate in their second language as they progressed 

through the program, but contradicts Tarone and Swain (1995) who found after mid-

elementary, students used less of their second language. Tarone and Swain did 

acknowledge that in later high school classroom use of L2 rose again, but the pronounced 

dip they observed between mid-elementary to early high school was not present in this 

study. The reasons for student language use in this study and in the research are clearly 

very complex and individual, but factors have been identified which can create an 

environment conducive to student L2 output.  

While limited student output has been identified as problematic in immersion 

programs, research has also identified strategies to promote language use. Fortune (2000) 

calls for extended opportunities for students to use language through output-oriented 
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activities and limiting the amount of teacher talk. Fortune also identifies positive teacher-

student relationships, which have been described at TPBS, as key to creating a learning 

environment which promotes student output. Student output also needs to be linked to 

meaningful use of their L2. According to the teachers and students in this study, even 

though students indicated a consistent use of English outside of the classroom, there was a 

disconnect between what they are being taught in their courses and their use of English 

outside of school. This disparity matters as students who are not provided opportunities to 

use language for a variety of purposes, both inside and outside the classroom, can develop 

a narrow type of academic-only language (Abello-Contesse et al., 2013). While other 

studies have indicated immersion students often lack an immediate need for English and 

therefore motivation, TPBS students expressed both immediate and long-term uses of 

English but required output opportunities within the classroom that matched their 

language needs. 

These discussions on teacher input and student output are important in 

consideration of Abello-Contesse et al.’s (2013) finding that one of the key factors in 

developing L2 proficiency in immersion programs is the intensity of comprehended input 

and interactive output in a variety of contexts. In other words, in order to develop their 

English language skills, students in the TPBS immersion program need intensive amounts 

of English which they are able to comprehend and extended opportunities to produce 

different forms of English.  

The final aspect of this section is student achievement, which is a product variable 

according to Lapkin et al.’s (1990) framework. While student achievement did not 

emerge as a major theme, participants referred to elements of it, specifically in reference 
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to students’ level of English acquisition. Most students believed they had a fairly high 

level of English, though some indicated doubt regarding their proficiency. Teachers, 

especially in the older grades, indicated concerns that their students’ proficiency level was 

lower than it should be but they also commented that they had no standard by which to 

measure achievement as the English program lacked specific grade-level objectives. 

Neither teachers nor students mentioned a comparison of patterns of student achievement 

at TPBS with other immersion programs, but there are many similarities. First, while 

immersion programs are deemed as more effective in supporting L2 acquisition than other 

traditional ESL approaches, immersion students typically do not reach proficiency 

equivalent to their native peers and tend to have lower productive skills compared to 

receptive (Tedick et al., 2011). This pattern was seen in this study, as the teachers’ 

greatest concerns were pertaining to students’ speaking and writing skills. In other 

immersion programs, students have typically demonstrated grammatical errors even after 

many years in an immersion program and demonstrate limited vocabulary and simplified 

integration of sociolinguistic forms (Teddick et al.). In the case of TPBS, teachers and 

students struggled in terms of teaching and learning grammar, felt strong in the area of 

vocabulary and virtually ignored sociolinguistics aspects of language. Finally, immersion 

students tend to have a higher level of academic versus social language proficiency 

(Abello-Contesse et al., 2013). This pattern is not fully reflected in the TPBS context, as 

students commented on their use of social forms of English in a variety of contexts 

outside of school, which indicates a more balanced level of academic and social language 

skills. Interestingly, while many of the patterns for student linguistic achievement 

established in other contexts were seen at TPBS, other contradictory patterns also 
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emerged. While student achievement did not emerge as a strong theme in the data, there 

were some findings which indicated potential differences at TPBS compared to research 

in other contexts, so this is an area, which could be explored further, both at TPBS, as 

well as other immersion schools in Central America. 

In sum, this section addressed the question of how teaching and learning occurred 

at TPBS through discussions of the teaching and learning process and student 

achievement. In general, instruction was primarily teacher-directed. Little integration of 

content and language occurred, which is common through immersion programs, even 

though it is a key tenet of this approach. Teachers provided a variety of comprehensible 

input, but it was limited at times by their frequent use of Spanish with students. As well, 

certain gaps were identified pertaining to explicit instruction and teacher feedback. 

Opportunities for frequent and meaningful student output were not yet present, which 

again is a common weakness in immersion programs. Finally, the question of student 

achievement remains unanswered, as TPBS does not yet have clearly defined goals for its 

immersion program. While initial data indicated student language acquisition at TPBS 

might reflect other immersion programs, there is also evidence that its students may have 

different linguistic strengths and weaknesses. While many of the findings at TPBS are in 

common with immersion programs in Latin America and throughout the world, there are 

also characteristics unique to this context which require further exploration. 

Implications for Practice 

Implications for practice will be considered pertaining to three main areas: aspects 

of immersion program, student-centred learning and teacher support. While they are 

considered specific to the TPBS, many of the recommendations address weaknesses that 
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have been noted in other similar immersion programs, in both North America and 

internationally. Whenever the question of transferability is discussed, it is important to 

consider characteristics specific to each school community.  

This thesis has implications for the structure of immersion programs in Central 

America. At the time of this study, TPBS operated as an immersion program, yet lacked 

the execution of some of the most important tenets of this approach, such as the 

integration of content and language. TPBS could begin by clearly defining its goals as an 

immersion program. The school could include best practices which have been identified 

as crucial in immersion settings, such as a balance of both the experiential and analytical 

approaches. By setting a clear purpose and specific goals for its immersion program, 

TPBS could make large-scale decisions, such as the percentage of classes taught in each 

language, the starting age for L1 and L2 instruction and the division of content courses 

between Spanish and English, based on their established goals. Through the process of 

setting goals for the program, TPBS could also address the relationship between language 

and content within their program. The integration of these two areas is one of the most 

basic tenets of immersion programs, yet their relationship was very unclear in the TPBS 

program. Teachers and students within the English program regarded language and 

content as separate, and therefore did not take advantage of the potential for increased 

learning through the purposeful integration of these two areas. By addressing this key 

relationship, TPBS’ students would reap more benefits from the immersion experience. 

Clear goals would also help address the undefined relationship between the English and 

Spanish programs. By setting clear goals, TPBS could establish standards for student 

achievement for each grade and subject and for each language. This would provide more 
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effective support for student achievement and the school community with more 

confidence in the program. 

TPBS could also balance the experiential and analytical approaches within its 

immersion program. The program included aspects of both, but they could be further 

incorporated to support student learning. For example, this study found that teachers 

emphasized certain aspects of the experiential approach such as regular reading 

opportunities in the target language, but there were not enough productive language 

opportunities in writing and speaking. This is a common issue in immersion programs 

where teacher input has been traditionally emphasized with insufficient opportunities for 

student output. As well, teachers and students discussed aspects of the analytical 

approach, such as focused grammar instruction, but they felt these aspects were missing 

and needed to be developed further. Again, this reflects the more recent emphasis on the 

analytical approach in immersion research which calls for more comprehensive 

instruction on the parts of language, and not just an emphasis on communication. Many of 

the weaknesses identified by participants in this study reflect flaws which have been 

identified in previous immersion research, and can therefore be addressed by the inclusion 

of research-based practices which draw from both the experiential and analytical 

approaches. By drawing from the strengths of both approaches, as well as a purposeful 

integration of content and language, TPBS would strengthen its program significantly and 

move toward the goals it establishes for student achievement. The issues surrounding 

experiential and analytical approaches and clear goals are not unique to TPBS and have 

been identified as problematic in other immersion programs, including programs in South 
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America. Other bilingual schools could consider these implications as they explore best 

approaches for immersion programs within their own context. 

TPBS’ approach followed a teacher-directed, as opposed to student-centred, 

model. In order to address this, TPBS could incorporate elements of a student-centred 

approach through listening to the voices of students, drawing connections between 

students’ outside lives and their classroom experience and encouraging students to be 

more active learners. 

In this study, a number of discrepancies emerged between the opinions of students 

and teachers. At times, teachers used instructional strategies that students did not believe 

helped their learning. As well, some teachers believed that students do not speak in 

English because of low motivation, while students explained their fear of ridicule from 

their peers as a major influence on classroom language use. In order to address these 

discrepancies, TPBS could provide safe forums for students to communicate their views 

on their own learning. This might include student journal entries to explain their reasons 

to learn English or a whole school artistic expression illustrating how to create a safe 

learning environment. By valuing the voice of their students, schools like TPBS would 

engage students further in their own learning.  

In order for students to become more fully engaged, it would be helpful for them 

to be able to see a clearer purpose behind their classroom activities and a connection to 

the rest of their lives. According to students and teachers, students were willing to 

participate in activities, even if they did not enjoy them, if they knew the purpose behind 

them. Clearer objectives for the program, as well as for individual classes, might help 

both teachers and students connect classroom activities with a clear purpose. As well, 
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students placed a great deal of emphasis on their use of English outside of school, and felt 

there should be more practical applications for their learning. By providing students with 

opportunities to draw connections between their use of English outside and within the 

classroom, students could again see a clearer purpose behind their learning. This is an 

important change from the current focus on teacher-directed learning to opportunities for 

students to identify the type of learning that will meet their needs.  

Finally, while teachers and students discussed some inclusion of more student-

directed learning, they commonly described the teacher at the front of the classroom 

providing instruction to the students. By including approaches that emphasize peer-to-

peer interactions, students will become more active participants in their own learning. 

These strategies will also support many of the language objectives of immersion 

programs. The question of a teacher-directed versus student-centred approach is important 

to consider within the context of each immersion program as it may reflect educational 

norms within each host country, which should be taken into consideration. 

This study identified a clear gap between the experience, educational background 

and bilingual training recommended for immersion teachers and the current TPBS 

teachers. While research has identified experienced and qualified teachers as highly 

important in immersion programs, many teachers in this study felt incompetent, 

unprepared and unsupported. By taking a multi-pronged approach with consideration 

given to recruitment, training, and support of teachers, TPBS could address this 

discrepancy. First, TPBS should continue its aim to hire experienced teachers with an 

appropriate educational foundation in teaching and a background in immersion education. 

TPBS should provide ongoing training in pedagogical practices for any untrained teachers 
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and on immersion practices for all teachers new to immersion programs. A 

comprehensive curriculum and a sense of integration and respect for the English program 

as a whole are important to address the current sense of division between the two 

languages and to clarify the purpose of the English program. Issues of teacher 

recruitment, training and support have been strongly identified in a great deal of 

immersion research as important in various countries around the world. Each school must 

consider the challenges within their specific context and decide on a plan of action to best 

meet the needs of their students within the confines of their country. 

To emphasize, this study has implications for practice, especially pertaining to a 

clearer definition of TPBS’ immersion program, a movement toward student-centred 

learning and a prioritization of the need for training and supporting all teachers. These 

specific recommendations would help TPBS, as well as other similar immersion 

programs, to develop a stronger program to meet the academic needs of their students.  

Limitations of Study 

My aim in conducting this study was to support TPBS, through the use of 

empirical evidence, to examine the present English immersion program, and identify key 

recommendations for future development. While there are potential benefits associated 

with this study, I am also aware of its limitations and my bias. This study focuses on the 

experience of participants within a certain context and during a specific period. Therefore, 

the results from this study are not likely to be representative of all students and teachers 

learning and teaching English in this immersion program, but instead characterise the 

experiences of a group of students and teachers at TPBS during this study which can have 

implications to other similar contexts. 
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My approach to sampling may have led to potential limitations. Students were 

invited to participate in the focus groups based on their written reflections. While I 

selected students anonymously and attempted to include a range of students with different 

experiences, I may have inadvertently chosen students whom I believed would talk about 

the English program in a positive way. As well, while reflections were completed by all 

students, the main data were from the focus group interviews, in which only students 

from Grades 3-11 participated. As well, classroom observations were conducted with 

students in Grades 3 and above. As a result, my findings reflected more the thoughts of 

older students and include fairly limited input from Kindergarten to Grade 2 students. In 

terms of teachers, all English teachers were invited to participate in the study, and nine of 

the eleven teachers chose to participate. Unfortunately, the two who did not participate 

were content teachers, so my sample was limited primarily to language teachers. While 

this is a potential limitation, it reflected the demographics of the English program to a 

certain extent, as only 36% of the English teachers teach content-only classes. 

Due to my previous position of leadership at TPBS, there was a possible power 

imbalance between myself, the students and English teachers. While I attempted to 

mitigate this imbalance through informed consent and voluntary participation, students 

and teachers may have felt pressured to participate in the study or responded to my 

questions in a certain way. My presence in the classroom may have also influenced their 

behaviour, as they may have acted in a way that they believed would please me.  

As well, I may have misinterpreted data as a result of language and cultural 

sensitivities, as my research took place in a language and culture that are not my own. I 

hope my role as a TPBS community member since 2006, as well as my use of a Honduran 
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bilingual research assistant, minimized potential misinterpretations though I acknowledge 

this risk of misinterpretation is inherent in all qualitative studies, and even more so when 

conducted in a bilingual and bicultural context. As well, I may have interpreted events 

through my own bias based on my previous leadership role in the English program. I may 

have looked for evidence which could positively confirm my previous work or uphold my 

earlier decisions, and minimized data which contradicted it. While I practiced reflexivity 

throughout my study through detailed reflections in my research log, I acknowledge these 

potential limitations.  

While my previous role at the school presents some limitations, it can also be seen 

as a strength as it allowed me access to the participants. The school and participants 

demonstrated a high level of trust and confidence in me as a researcher. Their high 

participation rate was likely because of my long-standing relationship with my 

participants and the school. A less connected researcher would likely not have been 

accepted into the community so easily and would have had to spend considerable time 

building relationships prior to beginning a study. 

Directions for Future Research 

The realities of time and scope of a Master’s program influenced the content of 

this thesis, as not all avenues could be explored. This section suggests future research, 

both to be conducted at TPBS, as well as in the wider Central American context.  

Data were collected in this study from four data sources, which led to an 

abundance of rich data. Yet, because of sampling, this data may have not reflected a 

balanced representation of all participants. In terms of students, this study focused more 

on students in Grades 3 and above. In a future study at TPBS, classroom observations 
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could occur in all grades. As well, an age appropriate alternative to focus group 

interviews for the younger students could be developed to more fully include a wider 

variety of ages. In terms of teachers, while 82% of English teachers participated, those 

that did not participate were content-only teachers who could bring a different 

perspective. A future study could include the distribution of content and language as a 

criterion for teacher selection. 

While my previous role at the school has been discussed as both a limitation and a 

strength, it would be interesting for me as a researcher to conduct a similar study in other 

schools within Honduras and Central America. This would allow me to engage in 

research from an outside perspective and would likely shed light on my role in this study. 

As well, a future study would also allow me to determine whether the findings which 

emerged in this study are unique to TPBS or to immersion programs in this geographical 

area. For example, would other studies find similar discrepancies between teachers’ and 

students’ opinions of student motivation and engagement? Would there be a higher level 

of incorporation of language objectives in content courses compared to TPBS? These 

questions could be explored in a variety of contexts, such as small and large schools in 

urban centers and in rural areas, as well as schools which follow partial, full, early and 

late immersion programs. There is sparse research on immersion programs in Central 

America, so there is a great need for further studies to explore the wide variety of contexts 

in which immersion programs currently operate. 

Autobiographical Reflections 

I began this M.Ed. journey with hopes of finding answers to some of my questions 

regarding the effectiveness of the English immersion program at TPBS. This study 
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confirmed some of my previous observations, but also brought to light both strengths and 

weaknesses of the current program of which I was totally unaware. While some questions 

remain, and others have come to the surface, I now have a much clearer picture of the 

experience of learning and teaching English at TPBS from both students’ and teachers’ 

perspectives. I have become familiar with the wide range of literature dealing with 

immersion programs worldwide, and have identified a gap in this literature regarding 

programs in Central America. I have both a clear direction for future research, as well as 

implications for practice which we will begin to address in the upcoming school year. 

This M.Ed. program provided me with both a strong grounding in immersion literature, as 

well as a foundation in educational research. This experience prepared me to support the 

building of a strong immersion program at TPBS, as well as pursue research opportunities 

both at the school and beyond. Most importantly, this process strengthened my resolve to 

hear the voices of teachers and students and to allow their opinions to impact our 

decisions about teaching and learning as we move forward together. 

Conclusion 

The impetus for this study was to address the identified gap regarding Spanish-

English immersion research in the Central American context. Immersion research has a 

long history in Canada, and there is an increasing amount of other immersion research 

being conducted in Europe, Asia and the United States. As well, there is evidence of 

research focused on indigenous language immersion programs in Central America and 

elite bilingual programs in South America. Yet, there are still very few studies that 

address majority language immersion programs in Central America, and none were found 

which address this growing field in Honduras. This study began to address this gap by 
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examining the experience of teaching and learning English at TPBS, by considering the 

role of program, teacher and learner characteristics in this experience. In many ways, the 

results of this study confirm the conclusions drawn from other similar immersion studies. 

For example, this study found evidence of minimal integration of language and content, 

and limited inclusion of both the experiential and analytical approaches. This study also 

adds to immersion research as some characteristics emerged which may be unique to this 

setting. For example, while teachers were inexperienced and untrained, they were highly 

bilingual and described in a positive light by their students. In terms of students, while 

they at times noted low classroom engagement, they were highly motivated to learn 

English, which may not be present in other immersion contexts. While there are identified 

limitations for this study, as well as other areas to be explored, this study adds a small 

piece to the larger gap in immersion research, as it is one of the first studies to consider 

immersion education within the Central American context. Immersion education is an 

important and growing phenomenon in Honduras and throughout this geographic region; 

therefore, a continued examination of the teaching and learning of English within this 

context remains a central issue for the years to come. 
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Appendix A - Student Reflection Prompts 

Junior Kindergarten – Grade 1 

Draw me a picture about what you do in English class. 

Grades 2-4 

Tell me about learning English. What do you like? What don’t you like? You can use 

words or pictures or both. 

Grades 5-8 

Tell me about your experience learning English. What has been easy? What has been 

hard? 

Grades 9 

Describe your experience learning English. What has helped you learn English? What has 

not helped you learn English? 

Grades 10-11 

Tell me about your experience learning English, both the positive and the negative parts. 

What did your English teachers or the school do to help you in the process of learning 

English? What else could they have done to help you learn? 
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Appendix B – Student Focus Group Interview Guide 

Section A - Focus Group Individual Questionnaire  

1. Gender  

2. Grade 

3. Age 

4. Does anyone in your family speak English? If yes, who?    

5. Do you ever use English outside of school? If yes, how do you use it?  

6. Do you want to learn English? If yes, why do you want to learn English?  

7. Do you like to talk more in English or in Spanish? Why? 

 

Section B - Focus Group Interview Questions 

Research Question #1 - What strategies do students identify as contributing to their 

learning of English (teaching/learning processes variables)? 

 

Integration of Content and Language 

a. You have some English classes that you’re learning about another subject in  

English, such as Science or Art. How do you think these types of classes have helped 

you learn English? How do you learn new vocabulary in these classes? 

b. Have you found it hard to learn a subject, like Science, in English? What has been the 

hardest part? Can you compare it to learning a similar subject, like Math, in Spanish?  

 

Language of Instruction 

c. How do you use English and Spanish in your classes? For example, do you use 

English all the time in English class and Spanish only in your Spanish classes? Or do 

you use a mix? 

d. When you are talking to a partner or a small group in English class, in which language 

do you speak the majority of the time? 

e. Do you ever find it helpful to use Spanish to learn English? For example, if you 

explain something to a friend in English but they don’t understand, do you explain it 

in Spanish? Does Spanish ever help you learn English? 

 

Use of Best Practices 

f. Tell me about your English classes. What type of activities do you take part in during 

class? What activities do you think are the most helpful in learning English? 

  

Experiential Approach 

g. During your class, how much time is spent with the teacher talking? With you talking 

with a partner or a small group? With you working on your own? 

h. What ways do you use English in your classroom? For example, think about reading. 

Tell about what reading looks like in your English class. What about writing? 

Speaking? Listening? Does this look different in your subject classes which are taught 

in English (ie. Science)? 
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i. Tell me what your classroom looks like. Are there books in English and Spanish? 

Posters? 

j. Tell me how you use English in practical ways. For example, to listen to music or 

watch movies. Are there some examples from your class of practical ways that you 

use English? 

k. What has helped you learn to talk or write more easily in English? 

 

Analytical Approach 

l. How do you learn new English words?  

m. What type of feedback do you receive from your teacher and your peers to help you 

improve your speaking skills? What type of feedback do you receive from your 

teacher and your peers to help you improve your writing skills? 

n. What have you found helpful in learning the rules about how English works? For 

example, for most English verbs you add “ed” to put them in the past tense, but not all 

verbs follow this rule. What ways have you learned these rules? 

 

Research Question #3 – What learner characteristics do the students identify as 

important in their learning of English (mediating variables)?  

 

Linguistic Background 

a. In the questionnaire at the beginning, we asked you if anyone in your family speaks 

English. For those of you that no one in your family speaks English, how has this 

influenced your learning of English? If someone does speak English, how has this 

influenced you? 

 

Motivation 

b. What do you like about learning English? Why do you want to learn English? How do 

you think these reasons have affected your learning of English? 

c. Some people like to talk more. If you’re a talkative person or not, how do you think 

this influences your learning of English? Is there a difference in how much you like to 

talk in Spanish compared to English? 

 

Research Question #5 – How do students and teachers describe the immersion program 

and view its role in impacting the learning and teaching of English (mediating 

variables)? 

 

Program Characteristics 

a. If you had a friend thinking about coming to our school, how would you describe the 

school to them? What would you say about your classes? 
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Starting Grade 

b. Most of you started learning English when you were very young. How do you think 

this has influenced your learning of English and Spanish? 

 

Intensity 

c. About half of your classes are taught in English and half in Spanish. Has this been 

your experience? If not, what has your experience been like? If so, how do you think 

spending half of your time in English has impacted your learning of English and 

Spanish? 
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Appendix C – Teacher Individual and Focus Group Interview Guide 

Section A - Teacher Questionnaire
2
  

 

1. Years of full-time teaching experience  

2. Grades/classes that you currently teach at CEE  

3. What is your first language?  

4. Do you speak additional languages? If so, which languages and what is your level of 

proficiency?  

5. Have you taken a teacher education program? If so, please describe the nature of the 

program, including # of years, grade/subject focus, teaching placements, etc.  

6. Have you received any training regarding teaching at a bilingual school? If yes, please 

describe the training received.  

 

Section B – Teacher Interview Questions 

 

Research Question #2 - What strategies do English teachers identify as key in their 

teaching of English (teaching/learning processes variables)?  

 

Integration of Content and Language 

a. What classes do you currently teach? How does your approach to language instruction 

differ between your English language classes and your other content classes? 

b. In your content classes, how do you approach language instruction? 

c. How is your approach to content classes different than if you were teaching in your 

students’ first language? 

d. How much emphasis do you put on subject content versus linguistic content? 

 

Language of Instruction 

e. What languages do you use for instruction? Do you ever find it useful to use Spanish 

during English class to support student learning? What does this look like? 

 

Use of Best Practices 

f. Describe your approach to teaching. What do you consider the most important 

elements of your teaching? Describe some strategies that you consider as essential in 

your classroom. 

g. How do you adapt your teaching to the needs of your students? 

h. What type of grouping strategies have do you find effective in your teaching? 

 

 

 

                                                      

2
 Questionnaire section only used in the teacher focus group interviews, not in the individual interviews 
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Experiential Approach 

i. What type of reading activities do you do as a class to support student’s learning of 

English? Speaking? Writing? Listening? 

j. Describe the language environment in your classroom. In what ways are students 

engaged in language use? 

k. What methods have you found successful in providing opportunities for meaningful 

use of language? For example, pen pals or Skype calls with English speakers? 

l. How do you get students talking in English? What strategies do you use to promote 

fluency with your students? 

m. Explain the role of questioning in your classroom as a tool to engage students. 

 

Analytical Approach 

n. What do you do when a student makes an error when they are speaking? Writing? Do 

you differentiate between different types of errors?  

o. What do you think the role of grammar is in learning a second language? What 

strategies have you used to teach grammar? 

p. What has been your approach to teaching students new vocabulary?  

q. How have helped students learn some of the English language that really depends on 

context, like slang or idioms? 

r. How much time do you spend in formal instruction of language versus students 

practicing using the language? 

 

Research Question #4 - What teacher characteristics do the teachers identify as 

important in their teaching of English (mediating variables)?
3
 

 

Language Proficiency 

a. What is your first language? Do you speak a second language? If so, what is your 

level of proficiency? What role do you think your level of second language 

proficiency has impacted your teaching of second language students? 

 

Experience 

b. How many years have you been teaching for? How many years have you taught at a 

bilingual school? How do you think your teaching experience has impacted your 

current teaching practises? 

 

Education/Training 

c. Please describe any formal education you have received after high school. Have you 

taken a teacher education program? If so, please describe the nature of the program, 

including time, types of courses, teaching practise, etc.?  

d. Have you received any training or professional development sessions to prepare you 

to teach at a bilingual school or in an immersion program? How do you think your 

training has impacted your current teaching practises? 

                                                      

3
 Research Question #4a, b, c and d only addressed in individual teacher interviews 
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Research Question #5 - How do the students and teachers describe the immersion 

program and view its role in impacting the learning and teaching of English (mediating 

variables)? 

 

Program Characteristics 

a. If you were describing our school’s academic program to another teacher, how would 

you describe it? 

 

Starting Grade 

b. The school’s program begins with 50% English instruction in Junior Kindergarten. 

How do you think this students beginning second language instruction at a young age 

affects their learning of English and Spanish? 

 

Intensity 

c. The school’s policy at TPBS is that about 50% of your classes should be taught in 

English and 50% in Spanish. How do you think students spending half of their 

instructional time in English impacts their learning of English and Spanish? 
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Appendix D - Classroom Observation Checklist 

Teacher: ___________ Grade/Subject: ______________ Date/Time: ________________ 

 

Classroom Description: 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Integration of Content and Language 

 

Criteria Observed 

Frequently…Occasionally…

Never 

Comments 

Inclusion of appropriate 

language objectives  

 

  

Inclusion of appropriate 

content objectives  

 

  

 

Comments: 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 
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Language of Instruction 

Criteria Observed 

Frequently…Occasionally…

Never 

Comments 

Primarily use of English as 

instructional language 

 

  

Primarily use of Spanish as 

instructional language  

 

  

Mixed use of English and 

Spanish 

  

 

Comments: 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Use of Best Practices 

Criteria Observed 

Frequently…Occasionally…

Never 

Comments 

Wide variety of instructional 

strategies 

 

  

Adaptation of instruction to 

needs of students 

  

Variety of grouping techniques  

 

  

 

Comments: 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 
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Experiential Approach 

Criteria Observed 

Frequently…Occasionally…Never 

Comments 

Inclusion of 4 aspects of 

language (reading, writing, 

listening and speaking) 

  

Rich language environment    

Meaningful opportunities for 

students to use English 

  

Strategies to promote student 

oral fluency 

  

Use of questioning 

techniques to extend 

students’ communication 

skills 

  

 

Comments: 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Analytical Approach 

Criteria Observed 

Frequently…Occasionally…

Never 

Comments 

Effective feedback to students in 

written and oral forms 

  

Focused instruction and practice 

of grammatical forms 

  

Focused instruction and practice 

of vocabulary 

  

Focused instruction and practice 

of sociolinguistic aspects of 

language 

  

 

Comments: 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

This tool was developed based on “Immersion Teaching Strategies Observation 

Checklist” created by Tara Fortune (2000) with permission.  

Retrieved from http://www.carla.umn.edu/immersion/acie/vol4/nov2000.pdf 

http://www.carla.umn.edu/immersion/acie/vol4/nov2000.pdf
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Appendix E – Sample English Translations of Participant Quotes 

“Yo creo que a veces es divertido porque son muchas actividades, dramas y vamos a 

jugar y aprendemos palabras, pero a veces es muy aburrido porque sólo estamos 

escribiendo, leyendo.” 

I believe that at times it is fun because there are lots of activities, dramas and we play and 

learn words, but at times it is really boring because we only are writing [and] reading. 

(Student 63, Gr. 5-6 Focus Group #2, line 334) 

 

“Yo pienso que no porque nos está ayudando a hablar otra lengua.”  

.I do not think so because [Spanish] is helping us to speak another language. (Student 53, 

Gr. 5-6 Focus Group #1, line 300). 

 

“Para mí, a mí se me hace difícil porque aprender dos idiomas no se hace por arte de 

magia. Uno lo tiene que aprender, lo tiene que estudiar, hasta al fin entender, pues, bien.” 

For me, it has been difficult to learn two languages. You can’t do it by magic. You need to 

learn, you need to study, and in the end, finally you will understand. (Student 34, Gr. 3-4 

Focus Group #1, line 309) 

 

“Porque a veces a uno no le gusta hablar en inglés porque a veces uno como es hondureño 

o es de algún país que habla español estamos uno está más acostumbrados a saber 

español.” (Student 51, Gr. 5-6 Focus Group #1, line 159)  

Because sometimes you do not want to speak in English because you are Honduran or 

you are in a Spanish-speaking country so we are more accustomed to know Spanish. 

 

“Yo creo que la única vez que nosotros platicamos en inglés en la clase de inglés creo que 

es con la Miss porque así con los compañeros nunca hablamos en inglés.” 

I believe that the only time we speak in English in English class is with the Miss because, 

with our classmates, we never speak in English. (Student 63, Gr. 5-6 Focus Group #2, line 

233) 

 

“Yo creo que es un poco difícil porque por ejemplo cuando queremos hablar inglés se nos 

olvida que tenemos que hablar sólo en inglés y decimos algunas palabras en español y hay 

veces que los maestros como que nos castigan.”  

I believe that it is a bit difficult because for example we forget that we have to speak only 

in English and we say some words in Spanish and sometimes our teacher punishes us. 

(Gr. 5-6 Focus Group #1, Student 32, line 173) 
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Appendix F - Recruitment Announcement 

Examining the Teaching and Learning of English  

in an Immersion Program in Honduras 

 

Dear Classroom Teacher, 

 

As you may know, over the next few months I will be conducting a study at The Pines 

Bilingual School as part of my Master of Education degree that I am currently completing 

at Queen’s University in Kingston, Ontario. I would appreciate your help in announcing 

the different activities that your students may participate in over the next few weeks. 

 

“Over the next few weeks, Mrs. Esther Bettney will be at our school to learn 

more about how we teach and learn English. She will be doing a number of 

different activities with different groups of students over the next few weeks. 

First, she will be coming to our class next week to do a reflection with us. In 

this activity, she will ask you to write or draw about your experiences 

learning English. Then, some students will also be joining a small group of 

other students to talk more about their experiences learning English at our 

school. Finally, Mrs. Esther will also be visiting some classrooms to do an 

observation, so she can learn more about what teaching and learning English 

looks like at our school. She will not be judging you or me, but just here to 

watch and learn. 

 

All of these activities are optional and none of them will be marked. If you 

don’t want to participate, you don’t have to. If you decide during the activity 

that you don’t want to continue, that is also fine. You just need to tell us. It is 

your and your parents’ choice whether you participate in these activities. 

Please take the following Letter of Information and Consent, which is written 

in Spanish, home and read it with your parents. If you both agree that you 

would like to be part of this study, please fill out the bottom part and bring it 

back. If you don’t want to participate, that is fine. Please come and talk to me 

if you have any questions.” 

 

Thank you very much for your cooperation. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Esther Bettney 

M.Ed. Candidate 

Queen’s University 

Kingston, Ontario, Canada 
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Appendix G - Ethical Clearance from Queen’s University 
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Appendix H - Letter of Information/Consent Form (Parents/Students) 

Examining the Teaching and Learning of English  

in an Immersion Program in Honduras 

 

This research is being conducted by Esther Bettney (Master of Education, Candidate) 

under the supervision of Dr. Liying Cheng in the Faculty of Education at Queen’s 

University in Kingston, Ontario. This study has been granted clearance according to the 

recommended principles of Canadian ethics guidelines and Queen’s policies. Comunidad 

Educativa Evangélica (CEE) Board of Directors has also approved this study. 

What is this study about? The purpose of this study is to understand the current process 

of teaching and learning English within the CEE immersion program from both teachers’ 

and students’ perspectives. Four types of data will be gathered for this study from student 

and teacher participants: 1) student reflections, 2) student focus groups, 3) teacher 

interviews, 4) classroom observations.  

What will this study require? If you agree to give permission for your child to 

participate in this research, they will participate in all or some of the following activities: 

1. Reflection – Your child will complete a reflection entry during regular 

class time. The activity will take approximately 30 minutes to complete. The 

reflection will be about their experience learning English. 

2. Small Group Interview – Some students will participate in small group 

interviews to further explore their experience of learning English. There will be 

two small group interviews which will be conducted at school during class time 

and will last a maximum of 45 minutes each. The researcher may conduct some 

short, informal conversations with your child about their class work or activities 

during these observations. The interviews will be audio and video recorded.  

3. Classroom Observations - Some English classes will be observed in order 

to watch the process of teaching and learning English. A maximum of four 40 min 

classroom observations will be conducted over a 4 week period and there will be 

minimal disruption to the regular class activities. The observations will be audio 

and video recorded.  

Students will be free to use English or Spanish in their reflections, as well as in the small 

group interviews. During the classroom observations, they will be expected to follow the 

normal guidelines of their class. The total estimated time required for this study is 4.5 

hours maximum. 

Is participation voluntary? Your child’s participation is completely voluntary and 

choosing not to participate will not result in any adverse consequences, such as on their 

marks or classes. There are no known physical, psychological, economic, or social risks 

associated with this study. Further, your child is free to choose, without reason or 

consequence, to refuse to answer any questions. You or your child may choose to 

withdraw from the study up until the interviews have been transcribed. There will be no 

negative consequences for withdrawing from the study, such as an impact on your child’s 
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marks or classes. Upon withdrawal from the study, you or your child may choose to have 

their data removed. 

What will happen to my child’s responses? The small group interview recordings will 

be transcribed and then the recordings will be destroyed. The observation recordings will 

be used for data analysis and then will be destroyed. All electronic files will be password 

protected. All data will be secured in a locked cabinet. Only the researcher, Esther 

Bettney, her research assistant and her supervisor, Dr. Liying Cheng, will have access to 

the data. The researcher will maintain copies of the transcripts for a minimum of 5 years 

and may use the data (with names removed) in subsequent research. Confidentiality will 

be protected to the extent possible. The student reflections will have names on the back to 

allow for choosing students for the small groups, but the names will be removed before 

the analysis. None of the published data will contain your child’s name or the name of the 

school. To protect your child’s identity a pseudonym will replace your child’s name on all 

data files and in any dissemination of findings. This research may result in publications of 

various types, including reflection articles or other professional publications.  

What if I have concerns? Any questions about study participation or a request to 

withdraw from the study may be directed to Esther Bettney at esther.bettney@queensu.ca 

or my supervisor Dr. Liying Cheng at liying.cheng@queensu.ca Any ethical concerns 

about the study may be directed to the Chair of the General Research Ethics Board at 001 

(613) 533-6081 or chair.GREB@queensu.ca 

Please sign one copy of this Letter of Information/Consent Form and return to 

Esther Bettney. Retain a second copy for your records. 

 

I have read the statements above and have had any questions answered. I freely consent 

to allow my child to participate in all aspects of this study. I consent for my child to be 

audio and video recorded if chosen for the small group interviews and the classroom 

observations. 

Child’s Name: __________________________________ Child’s Grade: ____________ 

Child’s Signature: ___________________________________________________ 

Parent’s Name: ______________________________________________________ 

Parent’s Signature: ____________________________________________________ 

Date: ______________________ E-mail address: ______________________________ 

mailto:esther.bettney@queensu.ca
mailto:liying.cheng@queensu.ca
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Appendix I - Letter of Information/Consent Form (Teachers) 

Examining the Teaching and Learning of English  

in an Immersion Program in Honduras 

 

This research is being conducted by Esther Bettney (Master of Education, Candidate) 

under the supervision of Dr. Liying Cheng in the Faculty of Education at Queen’s 

University in Kingston, Ontario. This study has been granted clearance according to the 

recommended principles of Canadian ethics guidelines and Queen’s policies. Comunidad 

Educativa Evangélica (CEE) Board of Directors has also approved this study. 

What is this study about? The purpose of this study is to understand the current process 

of teaching and learning English within the CEE immersion program from both teachers’ 

and students’ perspectives. Four types of data will be gathered for this study from student 

and teacher participants: 1) student reflections, 2) student focus groups, 3) teacher 

interviews, 4) classroom observations.  

What will this study require? If you agree to participate in this research you will 

participate in an individual interview lasting a maximum of 90 minutes. If necessary, a 

follow-up interview will be conducted which will last a maximum of 60 minutes. 

Interviews will be conducted at school and will be audio recorded. The major themes for 

this interview will focus on your experience of teaching English at CEE and how your 

language proficiency, teaching experience and education and the specific program at CEE 

has contributed to your experience.  

In terms of your classroom, as part of this study your students would complete a 30 

minute reflection during class time. Some students would then participate in small group 

interviews, which will take place twice for up to 45 minutes each time. The interviews 

would be conducted during class time and students would be asked to come to the library 

to participate. Some classrooms will also be selected for classroom observations. The 

observations will focus on the process of teaching and learning English. A maximum of 

four 40 minute observations will be conducted over a 4 week period and there will be 

minimal disruption to the regular class activities. The researcher may conduct some short, 

informal conversations with students about their class work or activities during these 

observations. The observations will be audio and video recorded. The total estimated time 

required for this study is 5.5 hours maximum. 

Is participation voluntary? Your participation is completely voluntary and choosing not 

to participate will not result in any adverse consequences on your current or future 

employment at CEE. There are no known physical, psychological, economic, or social 

risks associated with this study. Further, you are free to choose, without reason or 

consequence, to refuse to answer any questions. You may withdraw from the study up 

until your interviews have been transcribed without any negative consequences. If you 

withdraw from the study, you may choose to have your data removed. 

What will happen to my responses? The interview recordings will be transcribed and 

then the recordings will be destroyed. The observation recordings will be used for data 
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analysis and then will be destroyed. All electronic files will be password protected. All 

data will be secured in a locked cabinet. Only the researcher, Esther Bettney, her research 

assistant and her supervisor, Dr. Liying Cheng, will have access to the data. The 

researcher will maintain copies of the transcripts for a minimum of 5 years and may use 

the data (with names removed) in subsequent research. Confidentiality will be protected 

to the extent possible. None of the data will contain your name or the name of the school. 

To protect your identity a pseudonym will replace your name on all data files and in any 

dissemination of findings. This research may result in publications of various types, 

including reflection articles or other professional publications.  

What if I have concerns? Any questions about study participation or a request to 

withdraw from the study may be directed to Esther Bettney at esther.bettney@queensu.ca 

or my supervisor Dr. Liying Cheng at liying.cheng@queensu.ca. Any ethical concerns 

about the study may be directed to the Chair of the General Research Ethics Board at 001 

(613) 533-6081 or chair.GREB@queensu.ca. 

Please sign one copy of this Letter of Information/Consent Form and return to 

Esther Bettney. Retain a second copy for your records. 

 

I have read the statements above and have had any questions answered. I freely consent 

to participate in this study. I consent to be audio recorded during my interview(s) and to 

be audio and video recorded during the classroom observations.  

 

Participant’s Name: ______________________________________________________ 

Participant’s Signature: ____________________________________________________ 

Date: _________________________ E-mail address: ____________________________ 

 

mailto:esther.bettney@queensu.ca
mailto:liying.cheng@queensu.ca
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Appendix J - Interpreter/Research Assistant Confidentiality Agreement 

Examining the Teaching and Learning of English 

in an Immersion Program in Honduras 

 

I have read and retained the Letter of Information concerning the research Examining the 

Teaching and Learning English in an Immersion Program in Honduras being conducted 

by Esther Bettney. In my role as interpreter/research assistant for the researcher, I 

understand the nature of the study and requirements for confidentiality. I have had all of 

my questions concerning the nature of the study and my role as interpreter/research 

assistant answered to my satisfaction. 

 

A. Maintaining Confidentiality 

 

I agree not to reveal in any way to any person other than the researcher any data 

gathered for the study by means of my services as interpreter/research assistant. 

 

B. Acknowledgement of My Services as Interpreter/Research Assistant 

 

I understand that the researcher will acknowledge the use of my services in any 

reporting on the research. I have indicated below whether I wish that 

acknowledgement to be anonymous or whether it may recognize me by name. 

 

___ I do not wish my name to be associated with the acknowledgement of the use of 

an interpreter/research assistant in data gathering for the research. 

OR 

___ I agree that the researcher may associate my name with the acknowledgement of 

the use of an interpreter/research assistant in data gathering for the research. 

 

C. Identification and Signature Indicating Agreement 

 

Name: _______________________________________________ 

Email: _______________________________________________ 

Telephone: ___________________________________________ 

Date: ________________________________________________ 

Signature: ____________________________________________ 
 

Any questions about study participation or a request to withdraw from the study may be directed 

to Esther Bettney at esther.bettney@queensu.ca or my supervisor Dr. Liying Cheng at 

liying.cheng@queensu.ca . Any ethical concerns about the study may be directed to the Chair of 

the General Research Ethics Board at (613) 533-6081 or chair.GREB@queensu.ca. 

mailto:esther.bettney@queensu.ca
mailto:liying.cheng@queensu.ca

