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Note : 
This text is included in the series of studies on “LANGUAGE ACROSS THE CURRICULUM IN SECONDARY EDUCATION” (Section “History”)

Case study: France

Communicative/linguistic competences in the history syllabuses of the Education nationale française

Brief comments

Jean-Claude Beacco, New Sorbonne University, France

The ensuing comments are in line with the ongoing debate on teaching languages which was explored in particular detail at the Oslo seminar organised by the Council of Europe (February 2008) as part of the project “schooling languages”.  The comments should be seen as a contribution, however limited, to the draft reference document described in the document A descriptive framework for communicative/linguistic competences involved in the teaching and learning of history, which was presented at the Prague Conference (8-10 November 2007).  They are mirrored in the two texts on the same subject based on history syllabuses in Bavaria and Norway.

These remarks will draw on the official texts of the French history syllabuses; they are in no way an attempt to analyse actual educational practices, in view of the type of data under consideration, and will therefore not serve to expand further on the hypotheses relating to the actual forms of communication that structure history lessons (see paragraph 4 of the aforementioned Descriptive framework for communicative/linguistic competences involved in the teaching and learning of history).  They will be confined to specifying the wording used in the syllabuses to define communicative/linguistic competences in history classes, thus adopting the theoretical approach to discourse analysis.

1.
Characteristics of French teaching syllabuses

France uses national school syllabuses, which are in the main developed by the Inspectorate General for each subject.  They are published in official documents (decrees published in the Bulletin Officiel de l’Education Nationale).  6ème (1st form) syllabuses are governed by a decree of 22 November 1995, 5ème and 4ème (2nd and 3rd form) syllabuses by a text of 14 January 2002, and 3ème (4th form) syllabuses by a text of 2 July 2004.  These syllabuses are published, together with a commentary and examples, and circulated by the National Educational Documentation Centre
.  In lower secondary schools, history/geography/civics lessons account for 3 full hours out of a total number of hours which varies from year to year between 26 and 28).

This top-down organisation, which is a basic feature of the French education system, usually means that the actual modes of implementation (the syllabus and the de facto teaching methodology) can be highly diversified, with approaches varying widely in terms of compatibility with the reference text.  However, these effects are offset by the teachers’ manuals (which must comply with the official texts) and the system of regular inspections of teachers.  Furthermore, syllabus content is relatively homogeneous (6ème pupils today learn ancient history in exactly the same way as their predecessors did in the 1950s) and does not radically change from one syllabus to the next: in fact, curricular reform in France is much rarer than in other European states.

In France, history is traditionally taught by a specialist teacher who is also responsible for teaching geography and civics.  However, this combination of subjects does not prevent clear differentiation between the individual syllabuses for each subject, i.e. they are not necessarily interconnected in educational terms.

2.
Lower secondary history syllabuses: the pedagogical aims
Lower secondary schools (collèges) were introduced in 1996 for pupils who have completed primary education (five years’ schooling).  They cater for the second phase of compulsory schooling, offering the same syllabuses and organisation for all (standard collèges).  They offer four years of teaching (cycle d’adaptation [adaptation cycle] in 6ème, cycle central [core cycle] in 5ème and 4ème and cycle d’orientation [orientation cycle] in 3ème).  Compulsory schooling ends with the 3ème.

The syllabuses comprise three sections on educational aims, study themes (or teaching contents) and educational approaches.

The main purposes are civic in nature: “history and geography help educate citizens” (6ème, p. 14).  Some also relate to the cultural and other types of heritage: “strive to provide a vision of the world (…) and promote remembrance” (ibid).  This heritage is a “legacy of human civilisations for human beings today” and is seen as constituting everyone’s identity: “this identity as an enlightened citizen is based on appropriating a given culture” (ibid).  This identity does not comprise any national reference, but there are marked European references in other sections of the document.

These educational values have a long history in the French system, although they have not always been actually implemented.  Nevertheless, it should be noted that they are accompanied by so-called “intellectual” objectives: history helps train an active intellect by teaching pupils to “read and identify”, that is to say to “recognise and name”, and then to organise what they have learnt to recognise.  These cognitive operations are carried out by means of verbs such as reading, which should not be defined as deciphering/interpreting tests; they stress naming, i.e. identifying the concepts and terminology/lexica which serve to update them in terms of language and speech.  However, in this initial section of the syllabus, these operations apparently place little emphasis on verbal expression, which is confined to “constructing a number of sentences to give meaning to the elements thus gathered” (ibid).  While the limited nature of this verbal expression may be explained by the stage in the psycho-cognitive development of the pupils in question (they are 11 and 12 years old in 6ème), it is striking that this verbal production has no discursive status, as if the aim of constructing the sentences was to verbalise rather than to communicate.  The fact that the syllabuses prioritise the intellectual aspect, which is in fact the subject’s epistemology (the previous statements of which are compact, simplified formulations), over the communicative dimension might suggest that scant room is left for any linguistic activities other than lexical ones.

3.
Educational approaches and communicative/linguistic activities

In the section of the syllabus providing educational instructions on the organisation of teaching deals more fully with communicative/linguistic activities.

3.1
Communicative/linguistic competences in 6ème

The instructions for 6ème classes are rather vague: history, like geography and the other subjects, must give pupils the desire or opportunity to read (“encouraging them to read”, p. 17).  However, the syllabus says nothing about the purposes and modalities of such written comprehension exercises.  It does not specify the type of texts to be read but merely recommends avoiding excerpts and prioritising editions tailored to the specific age group.  Reading is mainly addressed from the angle of information research.  There is a brief mention of reading the main history textbook, with teachers and school librarians being urged to teach the pupils how to “manage” their schoolbook.

The syllabus stresses that pupils must have  exercise books that are “properly kept”, but fails to specify the role of the latter (for taking notes or reproducing texts dictated by the teacher?).  Moreover, the word “kept” refers to general features (formatting, neatness, illustrations, spelling, etc.) which are not exclusively linguistic.

As in the section on values, written production is centred on the autonomous or “guided” production of simple sentences.  Here again, the discursive nature of these texts is not specified, even in general terms, and we must also interpret the possible implications of the teacher’s “guidance”, which can range from general assistance (with spelling, vocabulary, corrections, rereading, etc.) to the provision of actual discursive models.  The wording, therefore, does not exclude any methodological approach to written production, but the role of the latter is not really clarified.

3.2
Communicative/linguistic competences in 5ème and 4ème

The methodological recommendations for the “core cycle” lower secondary classes are very similar to those set out for the 6ème.

The emphasis is on education for multichannel communication (comparing texts, maps, images and graphs), but the only recommendation on reading is that it should be “guided and supervised” (p. 71).  The text adds that pupils must acquire the ability to manage their textbooks autonomously.

Written production activities are addressed in a similar manner to the grammatical aspects: “in 6ème, pupils have learnt to write simple sentences; in 5ème and 4ème they will be taught to link up these sentences and formulate short but demonstrative texts.  In 3ème they must be capable of drafting coherent, well-argued texts”. (p. 73).  Textuality is considered as a sequence of sentences (at first isolated and then connected), moving from the simple to the complex (paragraphs) with an eye to mastering a specific demonstrative or argued type of text, i.e. a text that presents an argument.  No mention is made of the relation to the objectives and communicative/linguistic activities of French as a subject.  These comments on written production would also seem to pass over in silence the whole area of linguistic utterance, and in particular the crucial issue of forms of linguistic subjectivity as compared with scientific objectivity and the viewpoint concept.  The fact that the texts must be argued neither excludes nor explicitly suggests multicausality.  No specific information is given on the discursive status of the texts or their roles in communication, which might lead to written production activities carried out “in vacuo”, aimed solely at manipulating linguistic resources: the texts to be produced would seem to lack any social objective, even of a virtual or “play” nature, or any identified social communication situation.  This “grey area” in the syllabuses is liable to present text production more as an exercise in historical style than as education in social communication.

3.3
Communicative/linguistic competences in 3ème

In 3ème, the last year of lower secondary school (coinciding with the end of compulsory education), the stress is laid on the diversity of the reading strategies already acquired (although these strategies are not specified) or yet to be acquired (documentary, analytical cursive) (p.148), and these strategies are linked up with French, a subject in which they are also used (p. 149).  Pupils are expected to be able to identify and link up a wide variety of information items, enabling them to “compare and classify the data”.  This activity is described as a “critical construction” of historical knowledge.  We might perhaps regret the lack of critical distance to and the narrow definition of this particularly important aspect of the matter.

In 3ème, lastly, written production consists in writing a coherent 15- to 20-line paragraph (rather than text) “demonstrating organisation of knowledge items and a search for explanatory factors” (p. 149).  These texts mirror the parallel exercises in French classes on writing narrative texts.  It is unclear whether the intention is to have pupils produce narrative texts in history (where historical knowledge is often limited, although this does not emerge clearly from the wording of the syllabus), or if the assumption is that narrative or argued texts can be produced on the basis of convergent or complementary competences.

A recent reference text defining the common knowledge-base which must be built up by State schools
 comprises a chapter on humanist culture (pp. 43 ff).  This culture is presented as enabling pupils “to acquire a sense of continuity and rupture, identity and otherness.  Knowing the origins of France and Europe and of their place in today’s world will enable pupils to formulate clearer future projects”.  This humanist culture, which fosters the creation of a feeling of belonging to the community of citizens, is based on geographical and historical benchmarks, access to European culture and understanding of the complexity of the world.  The corresponding skills include reading in different languages, situating events in the spatiotemporal continuum, utilising knowledge to interpret current events, etc.  We note that in this specification (which, it should be remembered, the State is using to communicate its educational objectives to a broad general public) the communicative/linguistic aspects are more or less absent, or at least are not emphasised.

Towards a common framework
In concluding this short analysis, it should first of all be stressed that while French syllabuses provide a framework for practical teaching methods, they in no way  prescribe such methods.  This leaves a great deal of leeway for the teacher to specify his or her own communicative/linguistic activities.

In these programmes, however:

· the forms and functions of classroom interaction between teacher and learners and among learners are not addressed;

· nor are the forms of oral production to be used (presentation by the teacher or pupils) broached;

· the texts to be drafted lack any clear social status and seem to be aimed at ensuring that history too, in its own way, is a field in which the pupil learns to write, albeit without any realistic discursive forms; the effort is confined to producing school-type texts without any social reality apart from their learning function;

· the texts mentioned involve textbooks and “documents”, on which historical knowledge is built up, although there are no contemporary discursive genres evoking, involving and eliciting historical knowledge (e.g. TV news broadcasts), whereas this is a salient point in the above-mentioned Common Knowledge-Base (mobilising knowledge to ascribe meaning to current affairs);

· the conception of textuality remains rhetorical and fails to link up the construction of a critical attitude to texts and knowledge with the identification of the linguistic forms to construct viewpoints, opinions and ideologies.

This marginal presence of the communicative/linguistic dimension in French history syllabuses would suggest that a common instrument linking up language teaching and teaching languages might lead to new realisations which many educationalists have no doubt already effected in their own fields.  Examples of educational proposals might be to have students write historical novels or guide them in their history homework by expounding the main features of these texts, particularly from the enunciative angle
.  It would therefore be useful for a reference instrument to systematically explore the nature of history discourse in the classroom in order to highlight the various aspects peculiar to historical knowledge and history teaching, although this work should be conducted in conjunction with other subjects, building bridges to language-teaching.
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� We shall be examining the document “Enseigner au collège. Histoire, géographie, éducation civique. Programmes et accompagnements” (Lower secondary school teaching: history, geography and civics, syllabuses and back-up), new edition in September 2004, previous edition in July 2002, Centre National de Documentation Pédagogique, Paris, 230 pp.





� French Ministry of Education (2006): The Common Knowledge-Base, presented by Gilles de Robien, CNDP, Paris.





� Masseron C. (ed.): Textes et histoire, Pratiques, no. 69 (1991).
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