
 
  
 
 

Studii şi cercetări filologice. Seria Limbi Străine Aplicate 

 

130 

 

FINDING THE RIGHT BALANCE BETWEEN CONTROL AND 

AUTONOMY IN THE TEACHING OF ENGLISH AS A FOREIGN 

LANGUAGE IN FRENCH HIGH SCHOOLS / À LA RECHERCHE DU 

BON ÉQUILIBRE ENTRE LE CONTRÔLE ET L’AUTONOMIE DANS 

L’ENSEIGNEMENT DE L’ANGLAIS LANGUE ÉTRANGÈRE DANS 

LES LYCÉES FRANÇAIS  / ÎN CǍUTAREA ECHILIBRULUI CORECT 

ÎNTRE CONTROL ŞI AUTONOMIE ÎN PREDAREA LIMBII 

ENGLEZE ÎN LICEELE DIN FRANŢA1 

 

 
Abstract: Teachers of foreign languages in French state schools used to enjoy relative 

autonomy in both their choice of content and teaching practices. The curricula imposed broad 

guidelines, yet they were not as constraining or rigid as those of other countries, for instance, the 

National Curriculum system in the United Kingdom. However, since the introduction of the Common 

European Framework of Reference for Languages and the most recent reforms concerning the 

baccalauréat, most teachers feel they are losing control. This paper examines the changes in modern 

language teaching in French high schools and the effects these changes have had on the staff 

involved. 
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Résumé: Jusqu’à récemment, les professeurs de langues vivantes jouissaient d’une certaine 

autonomie à la fois dans leur choix de contenu et dans la mise en pratique pédagogiques. Le 

programme imposait des directives générales, mais n’étaient ni aussi contraignantes ni aussi rigides 

que celles pratiquées dans d’autres pays, par exemple, le National Curriculum au Royaume Uni. Par 

contre, depuis la mise en place du Cadre européen commun de référence pour les langues et les 

réformes récentes par rapport au baccalauréat, la plupart des enseignants ont l’impression de perdre 

le contrôle. Cet article cherche à analyser les changements dans l’enseignement des langues vivantes 

dans les lycées français et les conséquences pour les enseignants concernés. 

Mots-clés: autonomie ; baccalauréat ; Cadre européen commun de référence (CECRL) ; 

langues vivantes ; programme scolaire 

 

Introduction 

This paper aims to clarify the idea of autonomy and control in the teaching of 

English as a foreign language in French high schools by analyzing the education policy in 

modern language teaching in France since 2002 and by summarizing the findings from a 

small scale research project conducted in two schools in the South West of France, from 

April, 2012 to April, 2013. The purpose of this study was to ascertain to what extent teacher 

autonomy had been modified since the introduction of the reform of the ‘baccalauréat’ from 

2010 onwards and the setting up of the new exams in 2013. 

I will begin by outlining the content of the current version of the ‘baccalauréat’ by 

an analysis of the ministerial directives from 2010 and 2011. Following this, I will provide 

an overview of education policy from 2002 (the date of the former curriculum change) 

onwards. Finally, I will consider the impact of the reforms on the teachers of modern 

languages. In this paper, I have limited my research especially to the general sections of the 

‘baccalauréat’ (S, which is Science based; ES: Economics and Social Sciences and L: 

Languages and Literature). 

Teachers of foreign languages in French state schools used to enjoy relative 

autonomy in both their choice of content and teaching practices. The curricula imposed 

broad guidelines, yet these were fairly open to interpretation, with nothing as intrusive as, 

for instance, the British National Curriculum system. Furthermore, with very little teacher 
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evaluation, no rigid system had really ever been put in place. However, teachers have begun 

to feel that there is a much tighter rein on what and how they teach. Autonomy, or lack of 

autonomy, has therefore become a major issue for foreign language teachers. 

Since the beginning of the 21st century, there has been increasing interest in the 

notion of autonomy in the domain of language teaching and learning (Smith, 2001: 1). The 

amount of research published on the subject since 2000 has already exceeded that of the 

preceding 25 years (BENSON, 2006: 21). Innumerable conferences have been held on the 

topic all over the world. The interest in autonomy in language education began with the 

Council of Europe’s Modern Languages Project, leading on to the publication of Holec’s 

(1981) seminal report in which he defined autonomy as “the ability to take charge of one’s 

own learning” (3), a definition which is still of pertinence for both learners and teachers 

today. The development of the research on teacher autonomy is due to the work of 

advocates of teacher autonomy in language teaching in the 1990s (Little, 1995). 

Actually defining teacher autonomy is extremely complex, and I will not enter into 

an analysis of all the literature on teacher autonomy in this article. Nevertheless, one 

definition that I find pertinent for my study is by Aoki (2002: 111) who posits that teacher 

autonomy can be compared to learner autonomy:  
“If learner autonomy is the capacity, freedom, and/or responsibility to make choices 

concerning one’s own learning [...] teacher autonomy, by analogy, can be defined as the 

capacity, freedom, and/or responsibility to make choices concerning one’s own teaching”.  

The following study attempts to determine how and to what extent teachers of 

modern languages in France have lost a certain amount of their autonomy since 2010. 

 

I. Control of methods 

In the French education system, teaching is governed by ministerial directives 

which form a methodological framework for teachers (Bourgignon, 2005: 40) and are 

published in periodic Official Journals (Bulletins officiels). They list the precise content of 

the curriculum and lay out the objectives regarding both teaching and learning. These 

directives are therefore a most precious element for teachers to carry out their functions as 

efficiently and professionally as possible. Over the years, ministerial directives have 

recorded the various trends in didactic research, making apparent the advances in the major 

theoretical influences. 

Some of the more senior staff recall the transition from the audio-oral method to 

the launching of the communicative approach in the late 1970s and the introduction of the 

notional/functional approach in the 1980s. The 1990s brought the idea of the classroom as 

generating a real situation of communication. Still in the strain of the communicative 

approach, a major turning point came in 2003 with the “Action-oriented Approach,” in 

keeping with the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR), 

which, for the first time, was explicitly referred to in the Official Journal (7) of 2003 

(Bourgignon, 2005: 40). 

 

The New ‘Baccalauréat’ 

The special edition of the Official Journal of 29th April, 2010 (B.O. spécial n° 4) 

catalogued the content of the new reform that was to affect foreign language teaching from 

September, 2010, starting with year 11 (I will use the British system: year 11 corresponds 

to “Seconde” class; year 12 to “Première”; and year 13 to “Terminale”. In September of the 

same year, the special edition for years 12 and 13 was published (B.O. spécial n° 9), 

however it was not until the following year, November, 2011, that the specific details of the 

different language exams appeared in the Official Journal (B.O. n°43). This meant, of 

course, that language teachers had started their courses with year 12 pupils, without prior 

knowledge of the content of the exams their pupils would be sitting the following year. 
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The modifications to foreign languages in the ‘baccalauréat’ were, indeed, to prove 

to be quite revolutionary. Before, the pupils of the various sections only had to sit one exam 

in each of their foreign languages (either 2 or 3 languages), most of these being written 

exams. Only the second foreign language in ES, the third language in L and the foreign 

literature option in both ES and L were tested orally. However, for many years, foreign 

language teachers had been stressing the importance of introducing oral evaluation for the 

‘baccalauréat’, considering that merely evaluating written comprehension and production 

was unsatisfactory, especially as teachers were to implement the Communicative Approach 

in their teaching, without any real means to assess progress in oral skills. Another negative 

aspect of merely assessing written language skills in the ‘baccalauréat’ was that pupils felt 

less motivated to participate in class, as more importance seemed to be given to written 

work (as was often the norm in the French education system). 

The new framework for foreign languages published in 2010 incorporated this 

desire to integrate oral evaluation by completely revolutionizing the former system. 

Henceforth, each of the three sections would be evaluated in both oral and written exams. 

The S and ES sections would have the following compulsory exams in both their foreign 

languages: listening comprehension; oral production and interaction; and written 

comprehension and written production. As for the L section, pupils would have the 

following exams in their foreign languages: compulsory written comprehension and written 

production; compulsory oral production and interaction; compulsory oral production and 

interaction based on various themes of literature studied during years 12 and 13 in one of 

their foreign languages; an optional oral exam (production and conversation) for those 

having studied a more in-depth course during years 12 and 13, in one of their foreign 

languages. The change was indeed a radical one. 

Previously, the ‘baccalauréat’ had been a national exam, with all pupils sitting the 

same exams on the same days and oral exams were assessed by external examiners. 

Gradually, however, it became apparent that the new oral exams for the S and ES sections 

would be carried out in school, assessed by language staff that pupils may or may not have 

had as teachers, an aspect that some (both teachers and pupils) found somewhat disturbing. 

In November, 2012, teachers were notified by local education authorities as to the 

implementation of these oral exams. Firstly, the content of the listening comprehension 

exam would neither be a nationally, nor a regionally chosen document, but one proposed by 

the language staff in each school. Criteria for selecting these documents were exceedingly 

demanding. They could not exceed 1 minute 30 seconds; they had to be accessible to 

various levels of the CEFR; and they had to concern the “notions” imposed by the Official 

Journal published in September 2010 (B.O. spécial n° 9). Secondly, these oral exams (for 

the S and ES) were to take place quite rapidly (before the February holidays for the 

listening comprehension and before the April holidays for the oral production/interaction). 

The written exams for the three sections (S, ES and L) would be on a national scale, with all 

pupils sitting the same exams and corrected by external examiners. Although the oral exams 

of the L section were to be assessed by external examiners, actually understanding how all 

the various exams were to be organized has proved to be problematic. 

 

The New Curriculum 

In each Official Journal concerned with pedagogic content and method, there used 

to be an exhaustive list of both linguistic and cultural objectives. In the Official Journal of 

October, 2002, concerning English teaching in year 11, for example, under the heading 

“Linguistic Objectives,” there is a very precise list of the four competences/skills: oral and 

written comprehension and oral and written production (B.O. hors série n°7, 3: 12-14). In 

the same Official Journal, but appertaining to all foreign languages, these four skills come 

under the heading “Communication Skills,” to which is added a cultural competence (B.O. 

hors série n° 7: 3-5). The Journal also lays out precise linguistic content covering lexicon, 
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grammar and phonology followed by cultural objectives, instructions on methodology and 

finally evaluation. 

This Official Journal is worth further investigation for several reasons. Although 

the CEFR was not explicitly mentioned, there are numerous elements which exemplify its 

influence. The Journal stresses the importance of pupils as citizens with the need to 

communicate in several languages1. This indicates a shift in modern language teaching, to a 

plurilingual and pluricultural perspective (LITTLE et al. 2007:17). Another point that is 

reinforced is that of pupil autonomy as regards their learning, with the stress on pair/group 

work, and the increased individual responsibility of each pupil. The CEFR advocates 

student autonomy in language learning and requires them to become social actors in their 

learning environment. With this goal in mind, educators were now to provide teaching 

methods which would reinforce “independence of thought, judgement and action, combined 

with social skills and responsibility” (Council of Europe, 2001: 4). The Official Journal also 

uses the terms “task”, “activity” and “strategy,” which all play an integral part of CEFR-

inspired teaching. As for assessment, the Journal recommends the use of criteria-based 

grids, a direct emulation of the CEFR level grids. 

The following year, the Official Journal concerning modern languages in year 12 

explicitly referred to the CEFR for the first time (B.O. hors série n° 7, 2003: 4) with 

specific grids listing the reference levels (from A2 to C1) depending on the 

competence/skill involved and whether the language was the first, second or third foreign 

language. This Journal was even entitled “Common Framework.” A new element of this 

publication was the introduction of the concept of “continuous speech” in oral production. 

This refers to prepared presentations on given topics in a limited amount of time, a 

forerunner to autonomous speech. The Official Journal published the following year, 

dealing with year 13, was now entitled “General Framework.” One could perhaps suppose 

that the French Education Authorities were attempting to tone down the impact of the 

introduction of the CEFR. 

During these years, modern language teachers were able to attend voluntary 

professional development courses several times a year. These courses were more or less 

pertinent as to the content of the curriculum: however, they did enable teachers to better 

understand new trends in teaching, thus improving their professional skills and boosting 

their self-motivation. Of all the language teachers that I interviewed, none had received any 

formal in-service training in preparation for the introduction of the CEFR, furthermore, in 

many regions in France, these professional development courses specific to modern 

language teaching slowly disappeared, obviously for economic reasons. Occasional courses 

were offered in CALL (Computer-assisted Language Learning), but these were often of a 

general nature. Consequently, when the new curriculum was introduced in 2010, most 

modern language teachers were caught unawares. 

The first of the Official Journals to be published concerning the changes that were 

to take place in both language teaching and evaluation, was published in February, 2010, 

just seven months before the new curriculum was to be implemented. This was a special 

edition stressing the importance of modern language learning (B.O. spécial n° 1, 19-21). It 

outlined various strategies to further language proficiency. One of these strategies was the 

creation of skill/competence-based groups, with the introduction of a new skill/competence: 

oral interaction. The Journal also recommended the reinforcement of the following: the use 

of foreign languages in teaching subjects other than languages; the use of modern 

technology such as MP3 players and of CALL, including e-twinning; the intervention of 

                                                                 
1 “La mobilité accrue des personnes, la nécessité d’accéder à une information de qualité, à une 

communication aussi authentique que possible, le besoin de promouvoir la compréhension 

mutuelle et l’ouverture sur d’autres cultures renforcent l’importance de l’apprentissage des 

langues vivantes” (B.O. hors série n° 7, 3 octobre 2002: 4). 
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foreign language assistants; increased pupil mobility, thanks to school exchanges, periods 

of study, internships or voluntary work abroad. These “competences” were to be mentioned 

in a special booklet that was to be introduced in a certain number of schools: however the 

schools that were part of my study were not part of this experiment. The conclusion of this 

special Official Journal plainly states, for the first time, that these measures were part of the 

renovation of the teaching of modern languages which had integrated the CEFR, and that 

the foreign language exams for the 2013 baccalauréat would be putting extra emphasis on 

the oral competences/skills of pupils. 

Two months later, in April, 2010, an Official Journal was published concerning the 

new curriculum for year 11 (B.O. special n° 4). The focus of this edition was most 

definitely the CEFR. The “Communication Competences/Skills” of the previous Journals 

had now been labelled “Language Communication Activities”, with oral and written 

comprehension under the heading “Reception” and continuous oral expression and written 

expression under “Production” with “Interaction” as a separate section. This edition 

stressed the importance of learner autonomy both inside and outside the classroom 

mentioned in the Official Journal of February, 2010 (B.O. spécial n° 1). Pages 9 to 13 are in 

fact made up of assessment grids inspired from the CEFR self-assessment/”Can do” grids 

with descriptors for the various levels depending on whether the pupil takes the language 

for their first, second or third foreign language. These grids cover the five 

competences/skills mentioned above, namely: oral comprehension; written comprehension; 

continuous speech; written expression; and oral interaction. Each grid has the heading 

“Capacities” and the domain is specified as “everyday life in society, taking into account 

the cultural content” of the curriculum. 

The Official Journal for years 12 and 13 (now grouped together) was published in 

September, 2010 (B.O. spécial n° 9). As with the former publication, it directly refers to the 

CEFR but with an expanded version up to C1 for those pupils taking the in-depth foreign 

language option (for the first time the Journal gives direct reference to the official 

Education code: Article D. 312-16 of 24th May, 2006). This publication was of great 

interest to language staff for several reasons. Firstly, it explicitly stated the necessity for 

language teachers to confer with each other regarding the new competence/skill based 

groups. Indeed, these groups are not of a permanent nature, pupils being able to move from 

one to another depending on their weaknesses or their fortes. Secondly, the cultural content 

had changed, years 12 and 13 now having the same cultural curriculum: Founding actions 

and worlds in movement. This was subdivided into four “notions”, or sub-themes: myths 

and heroes; spaces and exchanges; places and forms of power; and the idea of progress. 

Emphasis is given to transversality between subjects such as French, history, geography and 

art. 

What is striking in the Ministerial Directives of April and September, 2010, is the 

lack of specific linguistic and cultural content for each language. These Directives cover the 

whole range of modern languages offered in French high schools, which means that the 

content remains relatively vague. If one takes the Official Journal of September, 2004, 

concerning year 13 (B.O. hors série n° 5: 34-36), there is a section for each language with 

detailed information and teaching guidelines regarding both linguistic and cultural content 

for each particular language. Modern language teachers are no longer given these 

guidelines: however, they have received no explanations to explain this change. 

Over one year later, in November, 2011, an Official Journal (B.O. n° 43) was 

published to give directives on the setting up of the new ‘baccalauréat’ which was to take 

place in 2013. This document was to cause a wave of panic and consternation for both 

modern language teachers and administrators who were in charge of implementing the new 

exams. 
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II. The Impact of the New Reforms 

In order to carry out my research, I contacted English teachers from two high 

schools, and seven willingly took part in the study. I asked them for their opinions and 

feelings on the new curriculum and ‘baccalauréat’ (without formal questioning so as not to 

influence the content of their remarks) which I have recorded in the following section. The 

participating teachers will be referred to as Teachers 1 to 7.1 

As shown above, the new curriculum was inspired by the CEFR which was 

developed by the Council of Europe in order to provide “a common basis for the 

elaboration of language syllabuses, curriculum guideline, examinations, textbooks, etc. 

across Europe” (Council of Europe, 2001: 1). However, very little professional training has 

been put into place in France to ease the introduction of the CEFR in second language 

teaching so that it is now often viewed as intrusive and rigid, especially as far as assessment 

is concerned. 

The CEFR gives pupils autonomy, yet in France working and teaching conditions 

have not evolved enough to allow pupils to work as autonomously as they should. Large 

classes are still the norm (up to 36 pupils) although there is some leeway for more 

autonomous work when classes are split into groups (when this is possible). Nonetheless, in 

many schools there is still only one media language room available for CALL activities for 

the whole foreign language department. Another major problem raised by teachers is that of 

the frequency or infrequency of language classes, as most classes only have two fifty-five 

minute lessons of English per week. One comment that is reiterated by the teachers taking 

part in the study is the lack of time to implement the new curriculum, working on the four 

notions thoroughly and preparing for the ‘baccalauréat’. These are some of their comments. 
 

“The problem is the lack of time with only two hours a week in L. Only the more 

motivated pupils can further their autonomy” (Teacher 6). 

“What I find really hard this year is that we have very little time to work on the four 

notions. I have the feeling that I don't have enough time to study a subject in depth in 

relation to the notion and we just "feed" the pupils with things they will (or won't!) be 

able to use at the oral exam”(Teacher 1). 

“I really struggled to have things they can use for each notion … I did very limited 

work. I nearly completely abandoned in Terminale (year 13) the idea of the final task 

because of this lack of time. I find that really annoying because I think it's great to give 

them an objective” (Teacher 1). 

They all concur that the content is far too dense to be carried out in the allotted 

time: 
“The pressure I mentioned […] is knowing that we have so little time in class to prepare 

our students for these new exams as well as their end-of-year writing exam, and this 

ends up weighing very heavily on my conscientiousness. The worst is just that, knowing 

that I must try to manage as well as I can to help my students get the best possible mark 

in their Baccalaureate” (Teacher 2). 

“[...] how to work each dossier with the final task and the micro task is really 

constraining and which I find difficult to apply with only 2 hours per week. To be able 

to produce something consistent I have to give the pupils quite a lot of content and that 

takes up a lot of time. … I find working in this way interesting, and for many of my 

pupils it provides a framework and they understand why we do certain things, but the 

lack of time means we have to skip through the subjects” (Teacher 1). 

 

Teachers do not understand why they have been given so little time to prepare 

their students for such an elaborate task. Sachs (2003: 20) explains that the education 

                                                                 
1 Teachers 1 and 2 gave their comments in English whereas the comments of Teachers 3 to 7 were 

translated into English by the author. 
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sector has adopted elements of the neo-liberal market economy For Little et al (2007: 

30): 
 

“The key tenets in public sector reform borrowed from market theories, are now 

effectiveness, efficiency and economy. Effectiveness means managing change better, 

efficiency suggests focusing on outcomes and results, while economy refers to doing 

more with less.” 

 

For the teaching staff, however, this just means an extra work load with the 

consequence of feeling excessive pressure and stress. 
 

“The system has become too rigid and difficult to manage. We now have to prepare and 

organize exams for the ‘baccalauréat’ without being given more time for preparation. 

To make things even worse, all our students now have to take these exams, including in 

our technological courses. The problem is that because of the new Baccalaureate their 

timetable has been cut by half an hour, which means that they only have 1 ½ hours of 

English a week to prepare themselves for these exams” (Teacher 2). 

 

All of the teachers regret the lack of teamwork which has become more necessary 

than ever in the implementation of the new language curriculum. This is due to the 

complexity of timetables which makes it almost impossible to allow all of the language 

teachers to be free at the same time; moreover, teamwork is not necessarily the norm in 

France, which can lead to a feeling of isolation. One teacher alluding to the preparation of 

the new oral comprehension exam stated: 
 

“[…] not everyone in our English department contributed to ‘the war effort’ and last but 

not least, I would never have imagined it would be so difficult for the six of us to 

merely agree on a date to meet and pool our documents. I guess that, for reasons that 

elude me, most French teachers loathe working together, which unfortunately is what 

we are going to have to learn to do in the future” (Teacher 2) 

 

For teachers in this school, being compelled to work together was a source of 

discord. Note that the teacher uses the adverb “unfortunately” because for this teacher, as 

for many teachers in France, having to work in a team is synonymous with losing one’s 

“autonomy” or independence. As he/she rightly states, teamwork has now become an 

integral part of teaching, even if this only means attempting to implement the new 

curriculum coherently. 

Most of the teachers in the study also feel totally unprepared for the new 

curriculum and the new ‘baccalauréat’. Apart from a two-day information course organized 

by the local education authorities, attended by only two teachers per language per school, 

no real professional development was put in place to prepare the teachers for the major 

changes that had been introduced. As Teacher 3 stated, for example, “we must become 

computer specialists without any training.” The consequence of the lack of professional 

development has led to feelings of frustration and incompetence: 
 

“Every time a student asks me a question I can only answer in general terms without 

being able to sound a hundred per cent sure. Of course this places me in an awkward 

position indeed and I always end up telling myself that our dear inspectors do not have 

to face all this” (Teacher 2). 

 

Nevertheless, according to Little (2011: 6), the lack of preparation for the 

implementation of the CEFR is apparently quite a common occurrence: 
 

“Some national authorities encourage teachers to implement the CEFR in their 

classrooms, without explaining what they mean by ‘implement’ (they probably intend 
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that teachers should use ‘communicative methods). Not surprisingly, this leads to 

uncertainty and confusion.” 

 

Teachers feel that the new curriculum and ‘baccalauréat’ are too rigid, especially 

concerning some of the comprehension grids: 
 

“What was a good idea at the beginning, introducing oral evaluation, has become 

extremely constraining and rigid” (Teacher 3). 

“For the evaluation, the grids that we have to use, especially in oral comprehension, are 

too rigid and for the moment I do not really know how to use them” (Teacher 1).  

“One more grievance to put an end to a long list. This year I feel that I spend my time 

evaluating students or preparing them for the next evaluation and I must admit this part 

of my work is far from being rewarding. It goes without saying that all these hours lost 

marking exam papers mean hours the students won’t have the opportunity to make up 

for” (Teacher 2). 

“For the speaking exam, I think the grid is better even if it is really in favour of the 

pupils and again can give them a wrong idea of what they can really do” (Teacher 1). 

 

A new role for modern language teachers this year was to both create and set up 

the oral comprehension and production exams for the new baccalauréat. However, many 

language teachers feel that they have not had sufficient guidance or instruction to put in 

place such an elaborate and all important task. As one English teacher (Teacher 2) stated: 
 

“Shall I start by saying that I have seldom felt so tired at this time of year since I started 

teaching. The number one reason I’m sure is the amount of pressure we all have to cope 

with because of what has been imposed on us this year for the new Baccalaureate, 

namely the listening and speaking exams. We first had to look for and select suitable 

audio documents on the Internet, which proved a lengthy process because the 

requirements set by our Education Authority were hard to meet.” 

 

They fear lest they fail in their mission and worry about the equity of such a 

process. The same teacher continues: 
 

“Now what I, and all my colleagues, find outrageous is that it is up to each school to 

organize these exams and supply its own documents, which makes it impossible to 

guarantee that all French students are placed on an equal footing.” 

 

Even now certain questions appertaining to the new baccalauréat have not been 

answered. This has left many teachers with a feeling of abandonment: 
 

“The people who decide on the implementation of the exams are in offices and paid to 

do that. They have no idea of the reality of classes whereas those who have to 

implement these directives find themselves with: extra workload; necessary cooperation 

between colleagues, but impossible to put into practice; pupils who are stressed by the 

vast number of exams; classes with more and more pupils making it impossible to 

prepare them for the orals; fewer foreign language assistants further compromising oral 

practice (from 2 to 1 in our school)” (Teacher 3). 

“But why should I worry so much when I see the way our Authority treats its English 

teachers? Why did our inspectors in the ‘Inspection Générale’ refuse to provide us with 

proper practice examination papers? It would have been so much easier for us to 

prepare our students if we had known the type of questioning that will await them in 

June” (Teacher 2). 

 

A lot of teachers fear that they have let their pupils down:  
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“I must admit I am very sad when I look at my students trying their best to improve 

their command of English, which unfortunately for most of them will always be limited, 

and worrying about the huge task that awaits them. What was bound to happen 

happened: they all found the listening test awfully difficult, and a lot of them scored 

very poorly indeed, even those that make the most efforts in class. Now they are going 

to take the speaking test and I can only hope they will they will perform to the best of 

their ability. How frustrating!“ (Teacher 2). 

 

On the other hand, not all the comments made by the participating staff were 

totally negative. A great majority actually enjoy the new content, i.e. the four notions and 

the task-based approach. 
 

“I don’t mind focusing my classes on the four notions. I think they are vast enough for 

us not to feel trapped and that they leave us quite a lot of leeway in our choice of topics. 

In addition I honestly think that the new speaking and listening exams are a good thing. 

After all we had been complaining long enough against a written exam only, but these 

improvements avail but little if our students do not have enough time in class to prepare 

themselves in the best conditions” (Teacher 2).  

“As far as I am concerned, I feel “freer” because you can put whatever you like in the 

notions. What I find better is that we can evaluate the 5 competences. We can practice 

oral expression and comprehension with more credibility from the pupils” (Teacher 5). 

“Even if we have a framework for lessons with the notions, I find that we still have 

quite a lot of freedom to study the themes that we want and which we enjoy. The pupils 

are more autonomous than in the past. They work in groups more often and we can 

control their difficulties more easily when they are in groups. The tasks are more 

structured by using the CEFR and there is less preparation for the teacher beforehand. 

Another advantage is that the pupils can assess themselves and they enjoy the action-

based approach” (Teacher 6). 

 

Nonetheless, the closing comments of Teacher 3 were: “I tried to find some 

positive aspects but couldn’t”. 

 

Results 

If we sum up the feelings expressed by the teachers who were willing to take part 

in this short study, the general impression is that of a lack of confidence (in teaching), self-

doubt, frustration and demotivation. This is due to the fact that their role has changed 

dramatically since the introduction of the new reform in 2010. The lack of professional 

development, time, teamwork and even encouragement from school administration and the 

education department as a whole, has led to this situation. For Usma (2007: 252): 
 

“[...] when teachers are ordered to accept new curricular demands without being 

provided with the necessary conditions to succeed, curricular guidelines are often 

misinterpreted and new regulations implemented without substantial change.” 

 

He posits that teachers experience a greater sense of autonomy and well-being 

when a new curriculum is accompanied by professional training in order to enrich teachers’ 

professional skills. Otherwise, 
 

“[e]ducational change may give rise to a sense of threat to one’s personal security 

because it implies that at least some of one’s knowledge and skills are becoming 

obsolete and need to be replaced” (Little et al. 2007:28).  

 

Many of the teachers who took part in the study now have the impression that they 

have very little control over their professional life, which is leading to job dissatisfaction 

and demotivation. The American psychologist, Edward Deci defines autonomous people as 
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being “fully willing to do what they are doing, […] embrac[ing] the activity with a sense of 

interest and commitment.” Conversely, for Deci, the opposite of autonomous is 

“controlled,” which means: 
 

“[…] to act because one is being pressured. When controlled, people act without a sense 

of personal endorsement. Their behaviour is not an expression of the self, for the self 

has been subjugated to the controls. In this condition, people can reasonably be 

described as alienated.” (Deci & Flaste 1996: 2, quoted in Pemberton et al. 2009). 

 

Considering Aoki’s definition of teacher autonomy on page 2 of this paper, 

teachers have the impression that they are losing their “capacity, freedom, and/or 

responsibility to make choices concerning [their] own teaching” and becoming mere 

technicians who must put into practice directives imposed from above. 

 

Conclusion 

The majority of the teachers in the study have been compelled to completely re-

examine their professional identity breaking off from former pedagogic practices (including 

linguistic and cultural content and classroom management). Furthermore, although the 

reforms in the ‘baccalauréat’ have put increased pressure on the teachers, they are expected 

to become more autonomous in their own professional growth, without access to 

professional development. They were unanimous in expressing the need for the authorities 

to acknowledge their difficulties in implementing the radical changes that have taken place 

in language learning and teaching in such a short period of time. Being forced to modify 

one’s teaching methods is extremely stressful, therefore without professional training many 

teachers lack the confidence to introduce new pedagogical strategies effectively. When one 

embarks on a new pedagogical framework while experiencing severe self doubt as to the 

appropriateness of the new method and also to one’s own professional competence it is not 

conducive to efficient teaching.  

In a report published on 12th September, 2018 (Manes & Talor, 2018: 41), the 

Inspectorate has recognised the problems caused by the various reforms. For the next 

reform, which is to be implemented in 2021, it advocates the continuity of the official 

frameworks from an inter language point of view (both foreign and regional languages). 

However, each language will benefit from more detailed content regarding linguistic and 

cultural specificities, thus providing greater guidance. 

Implementing more supple frameworks will enhance teachers’ pedagogic freedom, 

enabling them to adapt them to the context of their teaching and the diversity of their 

pupils’ needs. 
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