Le Baccalauréat Français
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Purpose:
Level:

To develop reading strategies and broaden students’ knowledge of
vocabulary and information necessary to understand the French school
system.

Intermediate-Low

Language Structures:

Communicative Functions:
•

Personal: Expressing one’s thoughts

•

Interpersonal: Indicating agreement or disagreement; arguing or
debating

•

Referential: Describing something; scanning for information;
hypothesizing; summarizing; supporting opinions; interpreting
information; reporting facts about a text; comparing and contrasting

•

Verb tenses; agreement (noun/adjective and subject/verb)

Cultural Aspects:
Comparing the French and U.S.
educational systems.

Imaginative: Expanding ideas suggested by others

Time Frame:
Four to six 50-minute class sessions

Modalities:
Reading
Writing
Speaking

Materials Needed:
•

Table summarizing the French educational system (provided)

•

Copies of a French grade report—bulletin trimestriel (provided)

•

Rubric for assessing writing (provided)

•

Text describing choices of study in French high schools (provided)

Listening

Thematic Units
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NOTES

Description of tasks:
Lesson 1: Le système de scolarité en France
This lesson will take approximately one 50-minute class session.

Pre-reading:
Students are asked to explain (in English, but with French used as much
as possible) how one might describe the educational system (pre-K – 12)
in the U.S. What kinds of schools are available? How are academic years
organized? What are the names of the various schools? (Pre-school,
kindergarten, Primary/Intermediate grades, Middle schools vs. Junior High
Schools, Senior High Schools, etc.). The teacher then explains that the
French system has similarities and differences with the U.S. educational
system. Students are assigned to small groups having three students each
and are asked to assign roles to the various group members:
(1) facilitator/reader, whose task is to read the assigned questions and keep
the group “on task”
(2) the recorder, whose task it is to take note of the group’s ideas and
answers
(3) the reporter, whose task it is to report the group’s answers to the class
In these groups of three, students are to work cooperatively to complete the
during reading activity.

During reading:
In their small groups, students use the table summarizing the French
educational system (provided) to respond to the following questions:
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•

What meaning does the word école have for the French? How does that
differ from the meaning of the word as it’s used in the U.S.?

•

The Smith family is moving to France. Their children are Susie, age 3,
John, age 7, Sarah, age 11, and Josh, age 16. Where will these children
fit into the French school system?

•

Why might it confuse French students when a 20 year-old in the U.S.
says that he/she is attending college?
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Post reading:

NOTES

The small groups report to the whole class and compare their answers.
Class discussion allows students to create a mental conceptualization of the
educational system in France.

Assessment:
The teacher should observe students during group work to get a sense
of students’ participation and comprehension. S/he can collect students’
recorded answers to the questions posed in the reading activity as a more
formal comprehension check.

Lesson 2: Le Bulletin Trimestriel (Grade Report)
This lesson will take approximately one to two 50-minute class sessions.

Pre-reading:
Students will engage in a webbing activity whereby they are asked to
provide the class with all the ideas which they associate with the concept
“baccalauréat.” Their answers are written on the board to create a web and
are organized according to categories. To prepare for the reading, students
are asked the following questions orally in French:
•

How old is a student when s/he is enrolled in “terminale”?

•

How many times a year do you receive a grade report ?

•

How often does a French high school student receive a grade report
(“bulletin trimestriel”)?

•

What kind of information does one usually find in an American grade
report?

•

What kind of information do you expect to find in a French grade
report?

During reading:
In pairs, students scan the “bulletin trimestriel” (provided) for specific
cultural information:

Thematic Units
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•

Around what time of the year did the student receive the bulletin
(beginning, middle, end)? How do you know?

•

On what type of scale are students graded?

•

In which subjects did the student receive the best/worst results?

•

Is the student for whom the grade report was written a girl or boy? How
do you know?

•

How is the student doing compared to the rest of the class?

•

How many teachers provided information on the grade report? How can
you tell?

•

Are teachers’ comments on the student’s work positive/negative? List
some examples to support your answer.

•

What is the correlation between the numbers and the letter grades?

Post reading:
Two pairs join to form small groups. They discuss their answers to the
questions posed in the during-reading activity. Small groups report to the
large class and discussion of the grade report occurs. As a follow-up, the
small groups form again and students discuss the following questions in
French. These questions create a framework for a cross-cultural analysis:
•

Are there differences between the United States and France regarding
subjects studied in high school? If so, what are they?

•

Are there differences between the French “bulletin trimestriel” and the
American grade report? Describe the differences and similarities.

•

Which system according to you is stricter? Why do you think so?

Writing Activity:
As a homework assignment, students are given a writing activity. They
are asked to imagine, “You are the head teacher (professeur principal) for
this high school student’s classe de terminale. Write a letter to her parents
stressing her strengths and weaknesses and making recommendations
about her studies.” Students are to pay close attention to (1) vocabulary
and language structures, such as agreement (subject-verb and nounadjective), and appropriate verb tenses (e.g., present and conditional
tenses, expressions for “should,” etc.), (2) letter format and register, and (3)
content—the letter should reflect the information that is in the grade report.
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Assessment:

NOTES

Students’ comprehension can be assessed informally on the basis of their
answers to questions assigned to pairs and small groups as well as during
class discussions. A more formal assessment of comprehension on the
reading activity can also be made; students can be asked to write their
answers to the questions (in English) and submit them for assessment prior
to the post-reading activities. Students’ letter writing can be assessed with a
rubric (provided), which should be distributed along with the writing task
so that expectations are made clear.

Lesson 3: Le Baccalauréat: What? How?
This lesson will take approximately two to three 50-minute class sessions.

Pre-reading:
Explain to students that they will be reading a text that describes the nature
of and options for the baccalauréat in France. Explain that there are three
different fields of specialization for the baccalauréat: la voie générale, la
voie technologique, and la voie professionnelle. Students are then asked to
make predictions as to which type of information they will find under each
different field of specialization. The ideas should be recorded on the board
or on an overhead transparency. What kind of subject areas do they think
are covered in each field of specialization? Encourage students to reflect on
the U.S. educational system. Are high school students in the U.S. tracked
according to fields of specialization? How does tracking occur in U.S. high
schools? What are the advantages and disadvantages of early specialization
in a field?

During reading:
Divide the class into three “expert groups” in order to participate in a jigsaw
activity (Kagan, 1989, cited in Shrum & Glisan, 1994). The material has
been divided into three sections (Group A, B, and C) reflecting the three
types of baccalauréat: “la voie générale,” “la voie technologique,” and “la voie
professionnelle.”
First, each group of students is asked to read their section (using the text
and tables) looking for keywords, and paying attention to information in
boldface and italics. While reading, students are to focus on the following
questions:
Thematic Units
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NOTES

•

Which types of baccalauréat can French students prepare?

•

How long does it take to prepare the baccalauréat in a specific field?

•

Which disciplines are most/least important for students to study for their
baccalauréat?

•

For which university studies does the baccalauréat in a specific field
prepare students?

•

How does the information in the text compare to the class’ predictions
about this field of specialization?

Each group is to synthesize the information in the reading material and
create a diagram that explains the course of study described in that group’s
reading selection. Each member of the group is responsible for copying the
diagram and answers to the questions so that he/she may later share it with
other students in the “home groups” that will be formed in the post-reading
activity. Students should also take note of questions that arise during their
discussion.

Post-reading:
Students from each “expert group” will form a new “home group” with one
person representing each of the original “expert groups.” Each student
representing the “expert group” will share information from their assigned
section (the diagram; answers to the questions) with the newly formed
“home group.” The other students comprising the “home group” will be
encouraged to comment or ask questions about the information presented.
Each presenter may also pose questions to the home group members that
may have arisen during the reading activity.

Follow-up:
A discussion with the whole class should take place. The teacher should
clarify any misunderstandings that emerge. A list of similarities and
differences between the U.S. and French educational systems should be
generated.

Assessment:
The teacher can use the diagrams, answers to questions, and participation
during the whole class discussion to assess students’ comprehension of the
text.
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Extensions:

NOTES

Suggestions for adapting the unit for various levels:
For beginning levels: Pre-reading and post-reading discussions can occur
in English. The questions about the texts and students’ answers can be
provided in English.
For advanced levels: All activities and discussions can occur in French.
Students can write a comparison/contrast of French and U.S. educational
systems for the school newspaper (in English) or for a newsletter for
students of French or for other French classes in the school, district, or
surrounding community.

Other extensions:
•

Students are asked to create (in English or French depending upon their
level) a “student handbook” describing the educational system in France
for the school organization that sponsors student exchange programs
(e.g., AFS). The handbook can be used by future students who are
selected to spend time in France as exchange students.

•

The class can do a culminating project that involves creating a videotape
to introduce French exchange students to their school. Given what they
have learned about the French educational system, they are to provide
information about their school (using examples from the French system
to compare and contrast) for incoming exchange students. A number
of groups can be assigned a variety of tasks (e.g., camera crew, script
writers, directors, actors, etc.).

Cultural extensions:
•

Students can be linked via e-mail with a class of lycée students in France
and exchange information and opinions about the U.S. and French
school systems. Students should find out what the French students
know/predict about the U.S. educational systems.

•

Students can investigate similarities and differences between higher
education options in France and the U.S.

•

Students can explore educational systems in other Francophone
countries and make comparisons given what they have learned about
the system in France.
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References and Resources:
Kagan, S. (1989). Cooperative learning: Resources for teachers. San Juan
Capistrano, CA: Resources for Teachers.
Shrum, J. L., & Glisan, E. W. (1994). Teacher’s handbook: Contextualized
language instruction. Boston, MA: Heinle & Heinle.
The table entitled Le Système de Scolarité en France was adapted from a table
in:
Mermet, G. (1991). Francoscopie. Paris: Librairie Larousse.
Text and tables summarizing options for French high school study were
adapted from texts in:
Ministère de l’Education Nationale. (1994, Septembre). Tout sur la nouvelle
école. Paris: ONISEP–CNDP.

Reflections:
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