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This article identifies a need for further research in the area of French Immersion (FI) and its suitability for students who have below-average academic ability, a learning disability (LD), or who are at-risk.  Genesee provides a comprehensive review of the research currently available on the topic, and outlines some recommendations based on this research.  

Research involving FI students with below-average academic ability suggests that these students experience the same academic struggles whether enrolled in FI or the English program.  In addition, these FI students experience the benefit of increased proficiency in French, when compared to those in the English program.  Genesee notes that the Early FI program produces the most egalitarian results, particularly in French speaking and listening skills.  Limited research on the effects of transfer to the English program for below-average ability FI students suggests that some transfer students do show improvement in both academic performance and self-esteem.  A limitation of such studies is that there were no comparisons made to a control group who remained in FI and who could have been provided with additional support.

Limited and somewhat inconsistent findings exist based on research of FI students with language LDs.  In sum, the research shows that students with a language LD are not more disadvantaged in FI than they would be in the English program.  Similar to the case of FI students with below-average academic ability, FI students with language LDs experience the benefit of increased proficiency in French when compared to students with comparable disabilities enrolled in the English program.  Some research shows that for certain types of language LDs, there is delay in cognitive development in certain areas of the brain.  Based on these findings, some researchers suggest that students with certain types of language LDs may be more suited to Late FI than to Early FI.  This research is limited however, and Genesee suggests that more substantial evidence is needed to support these findings.

While there is no available research on FI students with reading LDs, there is some research on FI students who were identified as at-risk for a reading LD.  Results from these studies show that such students perform similarly whether in FI or English, and that they tend to be classified as at-risk in either program.  Identical tests can be used to identify risk in English or French.

Research results on the effectiveness of intervention strategies for FI students with below-average academic ability or LDs show that students, parents, and teachers have high levels of satisfaction with such programs.  Whether such intervention programs actually have an effect on academic performance is unclear, as current studies have not focused on the use of pre- and post-tests and control group comparisons.

Based on the available research in the area of FI and at-risk students, Genesee recommends that undertaking additional, updated research be a priority.  While it may be possible that immersion is not suitable for some students, this remains unclear.  In addition, there are currently no ways in which to best identify these students.   Most research, while still limited, suggests that the majority of students, regardless of their ability, benefit from an FI program.  Lack of resources and additional support remains a barrier to enabling struggling students to remain in the FI program.  Transfer from FI is a multifaceted decision, which should take into account several factors such as regional, familial, and emotional factors, and not simply academic performance.   

