
Réflexions  2024 • Vol. 43 • No. /no 1   © CASLT/ACPLS38

TEACHERS’ LOUNGE /  LE COIN DES PROFESSEURS

Celebrating 
learner identities 
and recognizing 
their L1s as 
assets are 
cornerstones 
of inclusive 
multicultural 
and multilingual 
learning 
environments.

Differentiated Instructional Practices 
for High School French as an 
Additional Language Classes
By Melissa Dockrill Garrett and Josée Le Bouthillier

IN NEW BRUNSWICK, as elsewhere 
in Canada, the number of immigrants 
is constantly rising. As a result, an 
unprecedented level of newcomers 
has arrived over a short timespan in 
francophone schools. These students 
come with a variety of previous school 
experiences, some with consistent formal 
schooling, others with emerging first 
language (L1) literacy skills, yet others 
with significant interruptions to their 

schooling (Brubacher, 2019). Additionally, 
a wide range of language skills, ranging 
from Pre-A to B1 (according to the CEFR; 
Council of Europe, 2020), is found in these 
French as an Additional Language (FAL) 
classrooms. Teachers note that while 
students may not share the same L1, 
many students are quickly learning 
English within their predominantly 
anglophone communities, which is 

becoming the common language among 
students at school.

PEDAGOGICAL PRACTICES
To help address this growing diversity 
among our students, we would like to 
share our best teaching tips with our 
fellow teachers. These teaching strategies 
are based on our experience working 
in one francophone high school in New 
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Brunswick. We worked with students from 
Grades 9 to 11 with language and literacy 
skills ranging from Pre-A to B1 who were 
enrolled in a specialized FAL course to 
build their language skills. Here are our 
eight top recommendations for success in 
this classroom environment:

1.	 Create a Positive Learning 
Environment

It is essential for educators to ensure 
that the FAL classroom is inclusive 
and affirming. This includes building 
relationships based on mutual trust and 
respect, thus fostering a sense of security 
that will allow learners to take risks in their 
language learning (Whynot, 2019). Such 
environments are conducive to (language) 
learning since they are receptive to a 
diversity of values, experiences, and 
abilities (Nakhaie et al., 2022). Ultimately, 
students need to know that we care about 
them, see them, hear them, and value 
them in our classrooms (Hammond, 2015).

2.	 Incorporate Student 
Strengths and Interests

Knowing our students, and their strengths 
and interests, is essential for engaging 

and motivating them in learning FAL, 
particularly in a setting where French is 
the minority language. How can this be 
achieved when we, as educators, don’t 
share a common language with our 
students? We can begin by sharing some 
of our own interests with them. If I am 
passionate about music, I can show a 
video of my favourite song or even sing 
for them. If I am passionate about sports, 
I can bring in equipment that I use for 
those games. Using gestures, visuals, and 
translator tools, we can begin to break 
down the language barrier to learn about 

our students while building vocabulary to 
support their self-expression in French at 
the same time.

3.	 Value Student Cultures 
and First Languages

Using their L1 is essential for validating 
the identities of newcomer students 
but also for supporting and enhancing 
their learning of additional languages 
(Spencer, 2022; Whynot, 2019). Educators 
must respect and value the cultural 
diversity in our classrooms, integrating 
these aspects into daily classroom life 
and communicating them to all our 
students. Celebrating learner identities 
and recognizing their L1s as assets are 
cornerstones of inclusive multicultural 
and multilingual learning environments 
that will allow students to gain confidence 
in their abilities as language learners 
(Government of Ontario, 2008; Whynot, 
2019). We can achieve this by doing the 
following:

•	 Allowing students to use digital tools to 
translate parts of a text

•	 Asking students how to say a certain 
word or phrase in their L1 (and 
then try it!)

•	 Being curious about their home culture 
and its traditions

•	 Comparing the different languages 
represented in the classroom, 
highlighting their similarities and 
differences, as shown in Figure 1.

4.	Align “I Can” Statements
The CEFR outlines essential language 
learning outcomes for effective 
communication, as well as the skills that 
learners need to develop. The CEFR 
defines six levels of proficiency, ranging 
from basic (A1 and A2) to independent 
(B1 and B2) to proficient (C1 and C2; 
Council of Europe, 2001). The descriptors 
for these levels are written as “I can” 
statements, describing what learners can 
do in the target language across levels, 
as seen in Table 1. In regularly assessing 
student abilities and progress, we can 
align our language instruction with the 
current needs, motivations, and linguistic 
resources of our students.

Figure 1. Comparing different languages represented in the classroom. Source: Provided by Melissa Dockrill Garrett.

Using gestures, visuals, 
and translator tools, we 
can begin to break down 
the language barrier to 
learn about our students 
while building vocabulary to 
support their self-expression 
in French at the same time.
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5.	 Teach Within a Thematic Approach
A thematic approach allows educators 
to integrate various learning outcomes 
around a unifying theme, allowing 
students, particularly beginning language 
learners, to develop connections to their 
daily lives. Working within a common 
theme allows different access points to 
the curriculum according to skill level. 
For example, if using the theme “all about 
me” at the beginning of the school year, 
A1.1 students could introduce themselves 
using a sentence structure that has been 

modelled for them, while A2 students 
could engage in a dialogue with a peer, 
asking them to introduce themselves and 
responding to their partner’s questions.

6.	Scaffold Instruction
It is essential to properly scaffold all tasks 
presented to students, providing the 
proper linguistic supports. The Gradual 
Release of Responsibility Model helps 
students develop the skills necessary to 
gradually begin working autonomously on 
various tasks. As depicted in Figure 2, this 

begins by teacher-led instruction, flowing 
into guided practice supported by the 
teacher, followed by small group practice, 
and finally ending with students having 
the skills and confidence to complete 
tasks independently.

For example, when introducing a new 
sentence structure in class, the teacher 
can follow these steps:

a.	 Model the sentence structure: 
“J’aime les croustilles, mais je préfère 
les nouilles. Quelle nourriture 
préfères-tu?”

b.	 Using this model, ask several 
students in the class to volunteer to 
answer the question using the same 
sentence structure.

c.	 Ask for two students to engage in 
this interaction, modelling for the rest 
of the class.

d.	 Ask students to find a partner in 
the class to ask and respond to 
the question.

General Curriculum Outcomes 4
Oral Production and Interaction: Express and interact effectively in a variety of situations

Specific Curriculum 
Outcomes

The student must 
be able to:

A1.1 A1.2 A2 B1

4.1

become familiar 
with the basic 
phonology of French;

•	 I can reproduce 
some basic 
sounds in French.

•	 I can say the 
alphabet out loud.

•	 I can count from 1 
to 100 out loud.

•	 I can articulate 
my personal 
information 
quite clearly.

•	 I can reproduce 
basic sounds.

•	 I can speak in a 
simple way by 
articulating my 
words: people 
understand me 
most of the time.

•	 I can spell 
my name and 
other familiar 
words clearly.

A2.1

•	 I can ask and respond to a variety 
of demands.

•	 I can ask simple, familiar 
questions and react to what 
other people are saying.

•	 I can give and accept invitations 
or politely decline them.

•	 I can ask and answer simple 
questions about events 
in the past.

A2.2

•	 I can explain to someone how to 
get to a specific place.

B1.1

•	 I can maintain 
simple face-to-face 
conversations on topics 
that are familiar or of 
personal interest.

•	 I can express myself 
and react to feelings 
or attitudes: surprise, 
happiness, sadness, 
frustration, or 
indifference.

•	 I can give and 
compare my opinion 
in a conversation 
with friends.

Table 1. A chart depicting curriculum outcomes for oral production and interaction for CEFR levels A1.1 to B1.1. Source: Created by Melissa Dockrill Garrett.

Figure 2. An illustration depicting the Gradual Release of Responsibility Model. 
Source: whatedsaid.wordpress.com
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7.	 Adopt Effective Formative 
Assessment Techniques

It is crucial to regularly 
assess student progress. 
These assessments can 
take many forms. Providing 
meaningful feedback in 
real-time allows students to 
understand their strengths 
and areas for improvement. 
Similarly, students should 
be encouraged to engage in 
self-assessment activities. 
Through setting personal 
goals, students will become 
more invested in their 
language learning. Another 
effective way to empower 
students in monitoring their 
progress is with student 
portfolios. Whether digital or 
tangible, as seen in Table 2, 
these tools allow students 
to track their progress and 
curate evidence of their 
language learning journey.

8.	 Let Them Speak!
To enhance language 
learning, students must 
be given many frequent 
opportunities to practise 
using the language throughout each 
day. This means reducing the amount of 
teacher talk, allowing students to do the 
talking. For pre-A students, this could 
mean short interactions using properly 

scaffolded supports. Again, the creation 
of safe and accepting interactional spaces 
is essential to ensuring that students 
are comfortable with taking these initial 
risks in oral production. This can be best 
achieved through small group activities 
that foster interaction, such as these:

•	 Role play
•	 Mock interviews/debates
•	 Conducting surveys
•	 Negotiating interactions during games

CONCLUSION
We want all our students to thrive, so 
we must provide FAL students with 
the necessary supports, allowing them 
not only to acquire the language of 
instruction, but also to grow in their 
new cultural context. This begins with a 
positive learning environment that values 
their individual strengths and rich cultural 
backgrounds. From there, we must provide 
the necessary scaffolded instruction and 
systematic assessment that matches 
their current language levels. In this 
way, they can continue to grow in their 
knowledge, understanding, and love of the 
French language.

Here are a few examples of what I can do:
Bilingual in New Brunswick at the A1 level Name of the student:

Date (yyyy-mm-dd):

A1 Oral production Without help - 
easily

With a  
little help

With a lot  
of help

This is a goal

A1.1 I can name some very common objects such as foods, drinks, clothing and 
body parts.

I can count out loud from 1 to 100.

I can share simple information about myself (name, age, address).

I can say where I live.

I can spell my name out loud.

I can also:

A1.2 I can introduce myself and other people.

I can give basic information about my school, my class or my family.

I can describe what I like and what I don’t like.

I can talk about the weather and the seasons using very simple sentences.

I can also:

Table 2. An example of a student language learning portfolio. Source: Government of New Brunswick (2020).
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