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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 11 Digital Second Language Learning Kindergarten to Grade 12

Transitioning from the Covid-19 school experience has created the opportunity to shift 
thinking about online learning and the effective use of technology in second language 
learning. To ensure that technology provides positive outcomes in second language 
learning, it is important to examine what we have learned and to identify the effective 
practices moving forward. As with any learning environment, maintaining a culture 
of high expectations for learning is key, including French as the primary language of 
instruction. What other elements might be considered in a digital second language 
approach?

Focus area Consideration

Focusing on oral language As languages are learned first through listening and speaking, a focus on oral language  
is key. Teachers need to ensure that students benefit from interacting with each other. 
Videos featuring diverse French speakers in various settings beyond a classroom might 
also be utilized.

Authentic tasks FSL teachers use a variety of action-oriented tasks set in a context that students could 
face in everyday life in a variety of situations. These tasks are open-ended and complex, 
requiring a variety of knowledge and skills, and there are many possible paths leading to 
attaining the specific end goal. In an online setting, teachers modify learning tasks, as well 
as texts, for struggling learners to better scaffold literacy learning rather than giving the 
same assignments to all learners. For example, complex tasks can be shortened, visual 
aids can be added, language can be simplified, and students could be allowed to use 
different ways to show their understanding. 

Relationship building and 
supporting parents

Strong communication and partnership between school and home is very important, even 
more so in an FSL classroom. Regularly updating parents will allow support from home. 
Involving families with supplementary resources can reinforce classroom goals. Making 
sure that expectations for any project-based work are clear thereby reducing stress and 
improving engagement. Digital portfolios are an effective approach to consider. 
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IN THIS ISSUE 
the focus is 
on the online 
language learning 
environment.
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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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Integrating technology – 
what to consider
As there are many options for teachers 
when it comes to technology, it can be 
overwhelming. Ensuring FSL teachers 
have access to both technology and 
the opportunities for professional 
learning and training is key. A powerful 
tool to reflect on the degree of 
technology integration in the classroom 
is the SAMR model developed in 2010, 
and still relevant today, by Ruben 
Puentedura. This model provides 
four tiers in order of complexity and 
transformation of technology use in 
the classroom. The SAMR framework 
supports educators in understanding 
how technology supports student 
learning. Teachers are encouraged to 
explore multiple tiers as appropriate.

Substitution: Technology 
as a direct substitute with 
no functional change

Dr. Ruben Puentedura
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Augmentation: Technology acts 
as a direct substitute with 
functional improvement A
Modification: Technology allows for 
significant task redesign M
Redefinition: Technology allows for the 
creation of new tasks, previously inconceivable R

One article to read, one quote to consider, one link to click... 

1. Innovations From the COVID-19 Pandemic: Online Learning Strategies This article 
focuses on innovations and successful teaching outcomes from the pandemic while 
learning about the challenges that teachers have faced. Innovations From the COVID-19 
Pandemic: Online  Dr. Roswita Dressler and Rochelle Guida.

2. “When teaching FSL online, research has revealed an even greater need for clear 
communication of instructions, expectations and routine. … Students (and parents) 
may need extra support to understand the topic, assignments, assessments and the 
resources associated with a lesson. This also includes reminders about virtual resources 
(e.g., dictionaries) and general language learning strategies that students need to 
succeed (e.g., what to do if they are struggling with a word or phrase).” Advocacy Brief- 
Online Language Education, Smith, Arnott, Canadian Parents for French p. 4.

3. IDELLO- A free website/account for all teachers in Ontario that contains a rich resource 
library organized by CEFR level. idello.org/en

Good technology integration 
isn’t about using the fanciest 
tool; it’s about being aware of the 
range of options and picking the 
right strategy—or strategies—for 
the lesson at hand.
A Powerful Model for Understanding Good 
Tech Integration Youki Teradad powerful-model-
understanding-good-tech-integration

School administrators will want to 
investigate this model as it applies to 
FSL instruction. To assist teachers with 
selecting the most appropriate tool 

to maximize student learning, professional learning and ongoing 
dialogue are critical to long-term success. Understanding this model 
can also help school administrators in observing how technology is 
being utilized to enhance student achievement. In addition, school 
administrators can learn more about the Virtual Learning Environment 
(VLE) provided by the Ministry of Education at no cost to Ontario 
publicly funded school boards. The platform includes a digital 
portfolio tool, assignments, rubrics, parent supports, lessons linked to 
curriculum expectations and much more.

https://www.edutopia.org/article/powerful-model-understanding-good-tech-integration/
https://prism.ucalgary.ca/server/api/core/bitstreams/8b0d069e-43cf-4556-abb6-34500d759e5b/content
https://prism.ucalgary.ca/server/api/core/bitstreams/8b0d069e-43cf-4556-abb6-34500d759e5b/content
https://www.idello.org/en
https://www.edutopia.org/article/powerful-model-understanding-good-tech-integration
https://www.edutopia.org/article/powerful-model-understanding-good-tech-integration
https://www.d2l.com/k-12-ontario/
https://www.d2l.com/k-12-ontario/

