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FROM AWARENESS to ACTI ON 
From Awareness to Action is a professional learning 
publication to support school administrators in the 
strengthening of French as a Second Language. 

ISSUE 2 The Common European Framework of Reference and its role
in second-language teaching and learning 

IN THIS ISSUE the focus is 
on the CEFR and the action-
oriented approach to 
language learning 

What is the Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR)? 
The CEFR is a research-based framework conceived in the early 1990s under the 
direction of the Council of Europe in response to the challenge of creating a common 
description of second-language proficiency that could be used internationally. The 
CEFR is neither a program nor a curriculum/syllabus; it is a tool that describes the 
competences needed by second-language learners to be able to communicate 
effectively.  In 2018, a companion volume was released that updates and adds new 
descriptor scales that provide clearer access to the research. 

Why the CEFR? 
A Framework for French as a Second Language in Ontario Schools, K–12 underlines 
the value of using the CEFR. It states: “In Ontario, this reference tool is recognized as a 
valuable asset for informing instruction and assessment practices in FSL 
education” (p. 4). As educators gain an understanding of the CEFR, they pause and 
reflect on teaching strategies that result in improved proficiency for students. 

What are the key components of the CEFR? 
The CEFR describes competences of the second-language learner in five areas: spoken 
production, spoken interaction, listening, reading, and writing. In addition, the six levels 
of proficiency are described in terms of “can-do” statements. The following chart 
provides simplified descriptions of the six levels. 
The learner can: 

A1 
A2 

B1 

Comprehend and use familiar simple words and expressions.
Understand and communicate in frequently used isolated sentences in their 
immediate environment (e.g., shopping, life at school and family). 
Understand the main points of everyday communication and 
deal with most situations that are familiar or of personal interest. 

B2 Understand concrete and abstract concepts and interact with a degree of ease 
and spontaneity in the target language. 

C1 /C2    Understand with ease virtually everything heard or read and express
     himself/herself spontaneously, fluently and precisely in complex 
     situations.  
Click for full description: https://transformingfsl.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/
CEFR-101-Global-Scales.pdf
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Research 
Jones and Jones (2001) 
reported that “the 
programs that boys talked 
about most critically were 
traditional, teacher-fronted 
classrooms where the 
students had little 
opportunity to use the 
target language and thus 
failed to develop any real 
oral proficiency.” 
Kissau and Turnbull (2008), 
“Boys and French as a second 
language: A research  agenda 
for greater understanding,” 
Canadian  Association  of 
Applied Linguistics, vol. 11, 
no. 3 
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ISSUE 5
Influenced by current educational researchers such as Richard Elmore and John Hattie, 
system leaders are rethinking how to move instruction forward in classrooms across 
Ontario through strategies such as inquiry models and instructional rounds. Occasionally, 
the FSL classroom may be forgotten in the discourse that is occurring about what 
constitutes good instruction. Non-French speaking principals and vice-principals may at 
times perceive that they have limited knowledge and experience to engage their Core, 
Extended and French Immersion teachers in meaningful dialogue about instruction. 

In recent years, Ontario French as Second Language teachers have engaged in adapting 
and modifying instructional approaches in the French classroom. Inspired by the 
Common European Framework of Reference, or CEFR, 
(see Issue #2), FSL teachers have shifted their focus 
from a communicative approach concentrated on oral, 

aural, and speaking skills towards an action-oriented approach and the creation of 
learning contexts in which language acquisition is a function of a real-life task.

As learning leaders include the FSL classroom teacher in targeted 
professional dialogue, they need pedagogical language that reflects the current 
thinking in second-language instruction. Henceforth, what might principals and 
vice-principals look for in the CEFR-inspired classroom?

CEFR Look-For Documents
There are many articles and documents that describe the features of a CEFR-inspired classroom approach, all of which 
are valid tools to inform FSL instruction. For example, during a January 2014 CEFR provincial meeting, FSL educators 
across Ontario collaboratively developed a resource providing insight for teachers and principals into the characteristics 
of the CEFR-inspired classroom. Regional networks in Ontario and second-language organizations have also worked 
to isolate the characteristics of an action-oriented classroom.  

What are the commonalities of these look-for documents? Overall, the descriptors highlight the identity of the learner, 
the philosophical stance of the educator, the classroom environment, and assessment and evaluation practices. 

For example, learning is focused on developing proficiency and confidence 
in reading, writing, oral production and interaction, and listening, which is 
reflective of the strands of the revised Ontario FSL curriculum. Educators 
recognize a continuum of language acquisition, with defined descriptors that 
assist students in self-assessing their level of proficiency. These descriptors 
reflect the need for authentic and relevant tasks, which generate the demand 
for grammar, vocabulary, and structures taught within a context. These tasks 
require a problem to be solved or an objective to be achieved, taking into 
consideration the students’ cognitive and language abilities. As a result, 
the teacher talks less and less within the CEFR-inspired classroom, and 
students speak spontaneously in a highly interactive learning environment. 
Learners are social agents in a milieu in which their voice is prioritized. 

IN THIS ISSUE
The focus is to 
highlight strategies 
for principals and 
vice-principals to 
utilize when having 
conversations that 
support student 
learning in FSL.

As students engage in relevant, 
authentic and purposeful 
higher-order thinking tasks, 
effective communication, 
regardless of the language of 
instruction, becomes the goal in 
addition to language acquisition. 
Literacy and Numeracy Secretariat 
(2011), Capacity Building Series, 
French Immersion in Ontario, p. 3
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ISSUE 5 Supporting Conversations about Student Learning in FSL

IN THIS ISSUE 
the focus is to highlight 
strategies for administrators 
to utilize when having 
conversations that support 
student learning in FSL.

Non-French speaking school administrators may perceive that they have 
limited knowledge and experience to engage their Core, Extended and French 
Immersion teachers in meaningful dialogue about instruction. Administrators 
are encouraged to remember that many evidence-based high yield strategies 
are effective in improving student achievement whether the language of 
instruction is English or French.

Inspired by the Common European Framework of Reference, or CEFR, 
(see Issue #2), FSL teachers have shifted their focus from a communicative 
approach concentrated on oral, aural, and speaking skills towards an action-
oriented approach and the creation of learning contexts in which language 
acquisition is a function of a real-life task.

What might administrators look for in the  
CEFR-inspired classroom?
Learning in the CEFR-inspired classroom is focused on developing 
proficiency and confidence in reading, writing, oral production, and 
interaction, and listening, which is reflective of the strands of the Ontario 
FSL curriculum (2013). Educators recognize a continuum of language 
acquisition with defined descriptors that assist students in self-assessing 
their level of proficiency. These descriptors reflect the need for authentic 
and relevant tasks, which generate the demand for grammar, vocabulary, 
and structures taught within a context. These tasks require a problem to 
be solved or an objective to be achieved, taking into consideration the 
students’ cognitive and language abilities. As a result, the teacher talks 
less and less within the CEFR-inspired classroom, and students speak 
with increasing spontaneity in a highly interactive learning environment. 
Learners are social agents in a milieu in which their voice is prioritized. 
Click on the link for an example of action-oriented instruction.

In the Ontario context, it is important for the resources and learning 
activities within a CEFR-inspired classroom to reflect students’ identities, 
lived experiences, and abilities, incorporating a culturally relevant and 
responsive instructional approach. Aligned with Growing Success, 
instructional strategies also include learning goals and success criteria 
which are visible and co-created with students. Students are encouraged 
to reflect on their learning and to respond to meaningful feedback. 
Progress monitoring using ongoing data collection informs the teacher’s 
instruction and helps to ensure that instructional strategies are designed to 
meet the needs of students.

As students engage in 
relevant, authentic and 
purposeful higher-order 
thinking tasks, effective 
communication, regardless 
of the language of 
instruction, becomes the 
goal in addition to language 
acquisition. 
Literacy and Numeracy Secretariat 
(2011), Capacity Building Series, 
French immersion in Ontario, p. 3
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https://www.coe.int/en/web/common-european-framework-reference-languages
https://transformingfsl.ca/wp-content/uploads/2014/06/fromawarenesstoaction_issue2_en.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V_1XRVs_L3k
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1S2JePKtamFIkjTL6NgVGFdmJhKHoVS04/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1S2JePKtamFIkjTL6NgVGFdmJhKHoVS04/view
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One article to read, one quote to consider, one link to click... 

1. Ideas Into Action for School and System Leaders: Engaging in Courageous Conversations 
(Winter 2013-14). This document focuses on one of the five Core Leadership Capacities 
derived from Ontario’s Leadership Framework. It contains many practical suggestions for 
school administrators to engage in conversations that focus on student learning. Engaging in 
Courageous Conversations 

2. “Principals have a lot of demands for their time and attention that aren’t central to teaching 
and learning – but teachers say the more time they spend outside of their office and 
interacting with teachers and students, the easier it is to create an atmosphere of trust.”  
4 things principals can do to build relationships

3. “Dare to Unmute FSL Series” – Module 1 – Reflecting on Identity, CRP and Intercultural 
Awareness. Question for Reflection: How do teachers provide instruction that takes into 
account their own and students’ identities, lived experiences, and abilities?  OMLTA Dare to 
Unmute FSL

ISSUE 6: Look for Supporting English Language Learners and Students who have  
    Special Education Needs in FSL

As non-French speaking administrators explore the elements of a CEFR-
inspired classroom, they quickly realize that the key characteristics 
of effective second language instruction are relevant to the effective 
instruction of any subject and discipline. These elements focus on 
metacognition; assessment for, as, and of learning; differentiation; 
oracy; and inquiry-based learning. They describe how students are 
encouraged to own their learning by reflecting on their progression 
towards established learning goals. Teachers utilize student and class 
profiles when determining activities that are relevant and engaging, and 
which encourage students to use the target language to accomplish the 
defined task. All of these elements reflect a positive learning environment 
not only in a FSL classroom, but in any classroom setting regardless of the 
language of instruction. 

The strategies and terminology that 
educators are utilizing in French instruction 
that is preparing students to do more than 
conjugate verbs and regurgitate memorized 

phrases echoes the same approaches and lexicon used when discussing 
quality literacy instruction such as inquiry, metacognition, and purposeful 
talk. The principles of Universal Design for Learning (UDL) are evident 
in the lesson design: Multiple means of Engagement; Multiple means of 
Representation; Multiple means of Action & Expression. When student 
voice, choice, and agency are valued, and the student is an active 
participant in the learning as described in Universal Design for Learning 
learners are supported in becoming purposeful and motivated, resourceful 
and knowledgeable, and strategic and goal-directed in their French-
language learning.

As a result, school administrators do not need to change the strategies 
and language used to engage in meaningful discussions with FSL 
educators about quality instruction and CEFR-inspired classrooms.  
The elements of this approach represent sound teaching practice in  
any language.

Principals can support 
students’ learning in FSL 
by promoting the value of 
learning French. They can 
foster an atmosphere of 
collegiality among all staff 
members and include FSL 
teachers / educators in school 
improvement and equity 
planning, and in professional 
learning communities 
concerning student learning 
and the use of evidence-based 
strategies. 
The Ontario Curriculum, Grades 9 to 12: 
French as a Second language – Core, 
Extended, and Immersion French, 2014 
(revised), p. 14.

When it comes to supporting 
educators as they learn and 
work to improve student 
achievement, nothing a 
principal does has a bigger 
payoff than learning visibly 
and publicly alongside staff in 
a school.
Katz & Dack (2013), Intentional Interruption: 
Breaking down learning barriers to transform 
professional practice, p. 46.

https://www.sgdsb.on.ca/upload/documents/blds---iia--2---engaging-in-courageous-c.pdf
https://www.sgdsb.on.ca/upload/documents/blds---iia--2---engaging-in-courageous-c.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FikFP9lnIcQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FikFP9lnIcQ
https://www.novakeducation.com/blog/what-is-udl-infographic?hsLang=en

