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Introduction 

 

 The opening of the European frontier first led the European Council to think about a 

common assessment level and teaching of modern languages and to publish the Threshold 

Level in 1975. This was an important base to collaborate on a more important reference that is 

the Common European Framework of References for Languages (CEF), published in 2001. 

The CEF is known for its assessment levels recognized in the whole of Europe but it also lays 

the foundations for a new didactic approach: the action-oriented approach in which the learner 

is considered as a social player who acts in a definite environment using speech in different 

language activities (CEF, 2001: 9)
1
. D. Chini (2009)

2
 indicates that the action-oriented 

approach is “no more situated in a language theory but in a general action theory”
3
 (p.137). If 

the main objective is to ‘act’, what is the place of linguistics and grammar in the CEF?  

 The role of grammar nowadays is really ambiguous as it has changed as often as the 

teaching methods have. Since the communicative method, the emphasis is put on fluency and 

no longer on accuracy. Grammar teaching has been revised radically all along the evolution of 

the different language teaching methodologies in France. In the Grammar-translation 

method
4
, grammar was at the core of the language and studying a language meant studying 

grammar and translation, only. With the Natural approach, there was no more focus on 

grammar; it was supposed to be naturally acquired through listening comprehension activities. 

The importance of grammar-awareness came back in the Active method in which learners had 

to be conscious of how the language works, but it lasted until the Audio-oral method appeared 

with a no grammar-awareness approach. Students had to memorize and automate the 

structures. Then, the Situational method followed a pattern in which there was knowledge 

first, memorization and finally, practice of the grammatical structures. The Audio-visual 

method eliminated any grammatical explanation and in the Communicative approach, it was 

                                                           
1
 Council of Europe (2001). Common European Framework of Reference for Languages: Learning, teaching, 

Assessment. Cambridge: Cambridge University. 
2
 Chini, D. (2009) « Linguistique et didactique: où en est-on? Quelle place pour une approche conceptualisante 

de la construction de la langue dans la perspective actionnelle ? », Cahiers de l’ACEDLE, vol. 6, n°2 
3
 « l’approche actionnelle, [se situe] non plus par rapport à une théorie du langage mais par rapport à une 

théorie générale de l’action ». Translated by myself. 
4
 This chronicle has been inspired from M. Mpanzu blog : Mpanzu, M. La grammaire au fil des approaches 

didactiques [online].  Published on 31/05/2011. URL: http://monampanzu.over-blog.com/article-la-grammaire-
au-fil-des-approches-didactiques-75287537.html (seen on 20/04/2013) 
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the role of the students to analyse grammatical structures. What was new was that grammar 

was considered in context. All methods are different but the main concepts are left and kept or 

modified or added etc. Is the action-oriented approach innovative about grammar? How does 

this approach consider grammar teaching?  

 It is interesting for the teachers to understand what the main concepts of the action-

oriented approach are and particularly in terms of grammar as this notion has evolved a lot in 

the last decades. It is also important to draw attention to the way the action-oriented approach 

was translated in the Official Instructions of 2007 and how the textbooks writers have applied 

this approach in their textbooks to be used by the teachers and the learners. The purpose of 

this work is to analyze the tools the teachers have in their hands (the CEF, the OI and the 

textbooks) and to raise consciousness about their coherence and what is interesting to take 

from them. 

 We are first going to work on the CEF and grasp how the authors consider grammar 

teaching, what it is said and recommended in the ‘Reference’ book. Then, we will study the 

transposition of this approach in the Official Instructions of 2007; and finally, we will analyse 

how three textbook writers decided to transpose the approach concretely in their textbooks. 
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I. The Common European Framework concerning 

grammar: An open Framework 

 In 2001, the European Council published the Common European Framework of 

Reference for Languages (CEF) hoping to harmonize the teaching of languages; the Council 

of Europe defines their project as a way to “provide a transparent, coherent and 

comprehensive basis for the elaboration of language syllabuses and curriculum guidelines, the 

design of teaching and learning materials, and the assessment of foreign language 

proficiency.”
5
 This definition clearly justifies the title of this first part: the words ‘transparent, 

coherent and comprehensive” clearly convey the image of the CEF as an open framework 

which does not prescribe a method but only describes an approach, the action-oriented 

approach whose aim is characterized by the task which is part of the definition of ‘language 

use’ by the CEFR: 

“Language use, embracing language learning, comprises the actions performed by persons who as individuals 

and as social agents develop a range of competences, both general and in particular communicative language 

competences. They draw on the competences at their disposal in various contexts under various conditions and 

under various constraints to engage in language activities involving language processes to produce and/or 

receive texts in relation to themes in specific domains, activating those strategies which seem most appropriate 

for carrying out the tasks to be accomplished. The monitoring of these actions by the participants leads to the 

reinforcement or modification of their competences.”  (CEFR, 9) 

 

. Then, we see that the authors of the CEFR do not include grammar in the core of their 

conception of ‘language use’. Does it mean that the importance of grammar is excluded or 

downplayed in the action-oriented approach? We can wonder what role grammar plays and 

more generally how the CEF considers grammar in the teaching-learning of a language and 

how they deal with it in the action-oriented approach. 

 

11..  ‘‘GGrraammmmaarrss’’  aanndd  tthhee  CCEEFF  

 It is in the CEF that the term ‘grammar competence’ has been first used at the expense 

of ‘grammar knowledge’. Grammatical competence is defined in the CEF as ‘knowledge of, 

and ability to use, the grammatical resources of a language’ or as ‘the ability to understand 

                                                           
5
 From the website of the Council of Europe URL : http://www.coe.int/t/dg4/linguistic/Cadre1_en.asp (seen on 

08/03/2013) 

http://www.coe.int/t/dg4/linguistic/Cadre1_en.asp
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and express meaning by producing and recognising well-formed phrases and sentences’ 

(p.112). This last definition is quite restrictive in the sense that it describes syntax rather than 

grammar as a general competence. The first definition presents the competence as knowledge 

and ability but both require two different processes and capacities. We can use a grammatical 

structure without knowing how it is formed (as it is often the case with ‘I would like to’ and 

other lexicalised groups). We can also use a structure in an exercise or a simple sentence in a 

common situation (I would like to ask you / I would like to know) without being capable of 

transferring it in a situation of spontaneous oral interaction or with other complements (like in 

a real life situation). As the definition in the CEFR is vague and ambivalent about what the 

authors mean by ‘grammar’, we will differentiate, in this dissertation, grammar knowledge 

(grammar awareness, explanation, hypothesis...) from grammar competence (ability to use 

correct grammatical structures). We will also define grammatical performance
6
 as another 

kind of grammar use: the ability to transfer our knowledge and use of a structure to a more 

complex situation of interaction which requires from the students the capacity to generalize 

and to automate the use, but this can be done once they have properly acquired the structure. 

These three steps the students come across to learn a language can echo the diagram made by 

Claire Bourguignon (2010) in which she explores the three steps to teach grammar from 

learning to usage.
7
 

 

 In the action-oriented approach philosophy, grammar is no more an end in itself but a 

means to an end. Yet, although the final task is not elaborated for grammar purposes, it 

demands a certain level of grammar performance from the students. But, still, grammar 

competence is seen in the CEF as one of the major elements of language teaching: 

                                                           
6
 Inspired from J.L. Rama & G.L. Agullo (2012)« The role of grammar teaching: from Communicative approaches 

to the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages » in Revista de Linguistica, vol 7. Universidad 
Polytechnica de Valencia. When they define the concept of ‘performance’ according to Chomsky : ‘the way 
speech functions when contaminated with external factors’. They also use that terminology which they define 
as ‘knowing how to use grammar in context’ (p.188) 
7
 Diagram from Bourguigon, C., (2010) Pour Enseigner les Langues avec le CECRL. Paris : Delagrave 
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‘grammatical competence [...] is clearly central to communicative competence’ (p.151) even 

if it is swallowed up by the numerous other competences
8
. A task cannot exist if the students 

do not activate their grammar knowledge and abilities: “the grammar used is a part of your 

performance of the task” (J. Keddle, 2004: 46
9
). C. Bourguignon (2010: 41) argues there are 

three goals in a task: a communicative goal, a cultural goal and a grammatical goal in which 

she surprisingly includes vocabulary and structures as if, finally, grammar was the place 

where vocabulary and grammatical structures met, which gives a central role to grammar. In 

chapter 7, the CEF clarifies the role of the task in language teaching and states that: “The 

stage of development of the learner’s linguistic resources is a primary factor to be considered 

in establishing the suitability of a particular task […] level of knowledge and control of 

grammar” (p.161) 

By including grammar competence within the task itself, the CEF establishes the view of 

grammar as a means to communicate; this is the major change advocated by the CEF 

concerning grammar. The situation in the communicative approach was problematic, and H. 

P. Widodo
10

 (2006:130) rightly enumerates the problems that the teaching community had to 

face:  

- students did not relate grammatical features with communicative tasks 

- Too much emphasis was put on [grammatical] examination, passive exercises 

- “Students felt grammar hard to apply”  

What he attested then was a good summary of the findings leading to the CEF: “Practice is 

not enough to equip the learners with a good mastery of the rule” (p.131), and I would 

interpret it as, there is also a need for basic knowledge and for a transposition of knowledge 

and practice into acquisition so that they can perform a task (showing their grammar 

performance). 

The fact that we need to teach grammar as a competence and a performance is not the point of 

our discussion, we admit it; but it deserves to be looked at more closely concerning what clear 

guidelines the CEF conveys to the users, who are the syllabus designers, the textbooks writers 

and the teachers.  

                                                           
8
 See the diagram about the task in appendix 1 

9
 Keddle, J., (2004) « The CEF and the secondary school syllabus ». In Morrow, K.,  Insights from the Common 

European Framework. Oxford : Oxford University Press 
10

 Widodo, H. P., (2006) « Approches and procedures for teaching grammar » English Teaching: Pratcice and 
Critique, vol.5, n°1, p. 122-141. 
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22..  TToo  wwhhaatt  eexxtteenntt  aarree  tthhee  CCEEFF  gguuiiddeelliinneess  aabboouutt  ggrraammmmaarr  uusseeffuull  ffoorr  tthhee  uusseerrss??    

 Grammatical competence, as the CEF considers it, means that grammar has to be 

meaningful for the learners. The Framework aimed at dismantling the vision of grammar as a 

burden, as hard and annoying to learn. According to the CEF (p.151), grammar has to be 

communicative and drawn from authentic documents, that is to say, it has to be as close as 

possible to real spoken language and authentic situations (which is one of the general 

messages of the Framework). The CEF also encourages the users to take advantage of 

contrastive analysis between L1 and L2 which follows the principle of going from the known 

to the unknown. The importance is to make the structures clear in the learners’ mind, in order 

to avoid the problems raised by Widodo (see chapter I, 1). Then the CEF lists different ways 

to help the learners develop their grammatical competence and the kind of grammar exercises 

that can be given to the learners but the problem is that they do not seem to mark a change 

from previous approaches (p.152). What is interesting to observe is that the authors present 

these two lists as the means for the learner to develop their grammatical competence and they 

include in it the practices that have been used for a long time: inductive, deductive, rules, 

exercises, tables, hypotheses... Plus, are these techniques useful to develop grammatical 

competence? Are they not rather useful to develop grammatical knowledge? The CEF seems 

to be confused with the grammatical issue and this is not the only example. At the end of 

several sub-chapters, we can find a boxed-text raising some questions the users may wish to 

think about and concerning grammar, this box is rather heavier than the others. This food for 

thought is really interesting and raises fundamental questions but it leaves the reader a bit 

hungry for more answers and advice. The authors considered it out of their domain of study, 

out of their ‘framework’.  

Grammar and assessment 

 If we come back to the definition the Council of Europe gave of the CEF, one of the 

aims was to give a basis for the “assessment of foreign language proficiency”. It is for the 

purpose of assessing grammar that the authors built the table called ‘grammatical accuracy’
11

 

(which is interestingly translated in French by ‘correction grammaticale’
12

). For each level 

there are one or two sentences describing the abilities of the learners. A student in the A2 

                                                           
11

 See appendix 8 for the table  
12

 We will come back to this later in the dissertation 
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level “uses some simple structures correctly but still systematically makes basic mistakes [...] 

nevertheless, it is usually clear what he/she is trying to say” (p.114). Thus, we can notice the 

vagueness of the definition with the words: ‘some’, ‘usually’ (sometimes yes, sometimes no) 

and ‘basic mistakes’ (whose definition completely depends on the assessor). In this descriptor, 

there are series of rather negative words: ‘simple’, ‘limited’, ‘few’, ‘forget’, ‘reasonably’. But, 

how can we assess objectively that a student uses a language ‘reasonably accurately’? Among 

these words, ‘clear’ positively stands out and brings to grammatical competence the notion of 

clarity. In other words, the CEF does not give importance to an ‘accurate grammar’ (using 

grammar accurately) but to a ‘fluent grammar’ (using grammar to be able to be understood). 

This is a change if we compare it to the previous methods: meaning comes before grammar, in 

the learning process and in terms of priority (this explains the terms ‘sentence patterns’, 

‘usually clear’, ‘routines and patterns’). What is a bit striking is that it is only once we reach 

the B2 level, which normally corresponds to a ‘Terminale’ class in France, that we can speak 

rather accurately. This questions once again the importance of grammar performance; is it not 

annoying to speak an approximate language after eight or ten years of practice? Especially in 

an approach which promotes authenticity (for documents and language) and oral competence 

in order to be as close as possible to perform a native-like level of performance. 

 This very loosely worded text has been criticised by several authors such as M. Petit 

(2007: 62-80)
13

 who wrote about ‘a semantic vagueness’
14

. This is a problem when we realize 

that this is the only descriptor concerning grammar and that it should be the basis for 

textbooks writers, syllabus designers and teachers to design and organise their curriculum and 

lesson plans. I think that the descriptors are slightly limited for the importance the authors say 

grammar has in the teaching-learning of languages. 

 

33..  IInnccoommpplleetteenneessss  aanndd  ppaarraaddooxxiiccaall  aapppprrooaacchh  

 We believe that grammar should have a real place in language teaching but when we 

try to find it in the CEF guidelines, we are surprised to see that there are only a few 

paragraphs dealing with it. M Petit (2007: 62-80) pointed out this paradox when he reported 

that there were around twelve pages dealing with linguistics. According to the CEF, 

                                                           
13

 Petit, M., (2007) «  La correction linguistique dans le Cadre européen commun : quelle conception, quels 
critères ? », Cahiers de l'APLIUT, vol.26, n°2, p.62-80. 
14

 ‘flottement terminologique’. Translated by myself 
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linguistics includes grammar, vocabulary, phonology, orthography and orthoepy (the right 

pronunciation of the sounds). Thus, we can attest that the place of grammar is quantitatively 

“relatively weak”
15

 though the authors said it was central for communicative competences 

(see above, part I, 1).  

 When we look at the diagram of the constitutive elements of the task
16

, we can say 

there are a lot of aspects to be taken into account, but there is no hierarchy, there is not one 

element more important than the other. Yet, when we observe chapter 9.4 about assessment 

categories, as J.P. Cuq (2008)
17

 did (p.6), we find that linguistic competence has the highest 

number of entries compared to the other competences; and when we observe the four 

examples of assessment grid the authors give p.194-195, the ‘grammatical accuracy’ criteria 

is  present in each grid. 

 To summarize, there are not a lot of paragraphs focusing on grammatical competence 

which can give the users the impression that grammar is secondary or insubstantial but the 

CEF is far from advocating the end of grammar teaching. It only contents itself with a new 

appreciation of grammar as a competence and as a means to communicate. The difficulty for 

learners to acquire grammar and to develop their grammatical performance triggers off the 

need for time and practice to integrate it.  

 There is still a lack in the CEF concerning grammar which the authors would have 

been welcomed to fill so that the users would consider it as a point of reference. It is still 

difficult to understand how to include grammar in an action-oriented approach, how much 

grammar there should be, how we should assess grammar or even what about oral grammar. 

But one of the most striking points which have been answered by the authors in the CEF is 

that there are no descriptors concerning the grammatical structures that should be acquired at 

each level. The authors predicted this remark and declared that: “It is not considered possible 

to produce a scale for progression in respect of grammatical structure which would be 

applicable across all languages” (p.113). It is true that each language has its own grammatical 

structures and way of functioning and that according to the L1 of the learners, some of the 

grammatical elements of the L2 will be more or less easy and logical than for the speaker of 

another language. J. Keddle (2004: 48-49) brought up this issue in her chapter ‘No measure of 

                                                           
15

 « relativement faible ». Translated by myself 
16

 See the diagram of the task in appendix 1 
17

 Cuq, J.P., (2008) « Approche actionelle et évaluation de la compétence grammaticale », in Galatanu, O. & al., 
Enseigner les structures langagières en FLE (Colloquium), Association GRAMM-R, vol.4, p.55-64. 
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grammar-based progression’. She reuses an issue raised by the CEF authors: “For instance, 

should learners follow a progression which leaves them unable, after two years’ study, to 

speak of past experience?” (p.151), and she finds that “it is a shame” that they did not write 

clear descriptors for ‘talking about the future’, ‘talking about the past’, ‘making comparisons’, 

or ‘using determiners’ which are present in (nearly) every languages. This would make clear 

what students are grammatically able to perform and it would harmonize the competences of 

all Europeans. Yet, even within the official instructions, it would coordinate the syllabus of 

curriculum designers, textbook writers and even teachers who do not all have the same 

practice: some will introduce the preterit in 5ème while others will do it in 4ème. We will see 

that this is a heavy problem in grammar teaching but this also has an impact in language 

teaching as a whole.  

 

 The CEF is bringing a new approach but not a new methodology as we could have 

expected. It brings a new vision of grammar but does not go deeper in the practical 

explanations which can confuse the users and make us think, as J. Keddle (2004: 49) states it: 

“Overall there is not a consistent approach to grammar”. Therefore, this prevents the CEF 

from doing its task, concerning grammar: harmonizing the practices and the assessment. 
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II. The transposition of the CEF in the new French Official 

Instructions 

 The CEF, published in 2001, was only adopted in France in August 2005
18

. This led to 

the writing of the new Official Instructions (OI) for Palier 2 (4ème/3ème) in 2007
19

. In this 

second part, we will put in parallel these new OI with the previous ones of 1997
20

 (for 

5ème/4ème) to ascertain what changed between 1997 and 2007 and what influence the CEF 

had on the OI of 2007 concerning grammar.  

 The Official Instructions are composed of a national syllabus and a support file to help 

the users to implement the syllabus in their lessons. In 1997, they were all gathered in one 

booklet but in 2007, there is only the syllabus. The support file only exists for Palier 1 

(6ème/5ème) and was published in 2005. We will use it as an example of the influence of the 

CEF on the OI as they mention the grammatical approach.  

 The syllabuses are mainly made of tables describing the contents of English teaching 

in terms of themes, vocabulary, competences, knowledge, grammar and cultural elements. 

Here are the way the tables were presented in 1997 and 2007
21

: 

1997 

Competences Structures Vocabulary Phonology-grammar 

1.Social relationship 

2.Information 

exchange 

... 

   

 

2007 

Examples (of 

intervention, texts, 

productions, 

statements, 

interactions) 

Formulations Cultural and 

lexical 

competence 

Grammatical 

competence 

Phonological 

competence 

-Oral 

Comprehension 

    

                                                           
18

 In the « Plan de rénovation de l’enseignement des langues vivantes étrangères » 
19

 Ministère de l'Education Nationale (2007) Programmes  Anglais Palier 2. Futuroscope Cedex : Scéren (CNDP) 
Arrêté du 17 avril 2007. BO hors-série n°7 du 26 avril 2007 
20

 Ministère de l'Education Nationale (2002), Programmes et Accompagnement Anglais LV1-LV2 Paris : CNDP 
Arrêté du 10 janvier 1997. BO hors-série n°1 du 13 février 1997 
21

 See appendix 2 and 3 for an extract of each table 
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-Written 

Comprehension 

-Oral Production 

-Written Production 

-Interaction 

 

 The tables are quite similar though we can identify the influence of the CEF on the 

second one (the term ‘competence’ is ever-present and the classification is made according to 

the language activities). In this part, we are going to study the differences and similarities 

between the grammatical approach in 1997 and in 2007 to see how the CEF’s approach to 

grammar has been transposed by the syllabus designers. This analysis will be made in three 

stages; we will first analyse how the concept of grammar for communication is seen in both 

OIs, then how they tackle grammar knowledge and grammar awareness and finally we will try 

to answer the question: do the OI of 2007 fill the void of the CEF?  

 

11..  GGrraammmmaarr  ffoorr  ccoommmmuunniiccaattiioonn  ppuurrppoosseess  

 We saw in the first part that grammar had its entire place in language teaching for 

communication purposes. This concept was already present in the OI of 1997 which followed 

the communicative approach (language was already taught to be used in real life) and it is said 

that grammar is “in the service of communication” (1997:42)
22

. We can find this idea, worded 

with the same expression in the OI of 2007 (p.20). Then, to the question ‘What grammar to 

teach?’, both OIs give the same answer: the language has to be taught through its use and the 

teaching goals have to be defined according to communicative situations
23

. This concept of a 

‘communicative grammar’ was there before the CEF and stayed the same, nearly word for 

word in the OI. What is new in 2007 is the hint at grammar performance when they consider 

that “a student has acquired a grammatical structure once he is able to use it in situations as 

close as possible to real life”
24

 (2007:41). This is probably a direct influence of the CEF 

which promotes a maximum of authenticity in language classrooms and practices.  

 In 2007, the preoccupation of the users of the Framework was to lessen the time spent 

for grammar and to make grammar more communicative by practicing. This tended to 

                                                           
22

 « Au service de la communication » (OI 1997, 42), Translated by myself. 
23

 « Toute approche communicative suppose que la langue à apprendre soit perçue à travers l’usage qui en est 
fait [...] et que les objectifs d’enseignement soient définis en fonction de situations de communication » (OI 
1997, 94) « Ce  sont donc les besoins de la communication qui décideront des choix à faire » (OI 2007, 40) 
24

 « On considérera que l’élève s’est approprié un fait de langue lorsqu’il sera capable d’y recourir dans une 
situation de communication aussi authentique que possible » (OI 2007, 41) Translated by myself. 
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transform a grammatical structure and all its complexities and use into a lexicalised group 

instead of explaining or making the students discover a general rule that would be 

transferrable in any other communicative situations. If we pick up all the examples from the 

table of OI of 2007 concerning the present perfect, we can find these structures: 

- Superlatif+have-en 

- Have-en +for 

- Have been to 

- Present perfect/preterit simple 

- It’s the first time have+en 

- Have been + ing 

- V-ing / V-en  

 

All those entries, scattered in each language activities part
25

, make the table very heavy, 

complex and long whereas it would have been easier to just indicate that the present perfect 

and its specificities of use had to be studied in Palier 2. The syllabus is very unclear, the 

tables introduce a series of grammatical structures and the corresponding examples are very 

vague. Thus, for the example ‘Detailed Instructions’ in oral and written comprehension, here 

are the grammatical structures linked to it
26

: 

- The imperative 

- MAY+BV 

- HAVE TO +BV 

- WILL 

- BE NOT TO + BV 

- WHILE+BV+-ing 

- Indirect interrogations 

- Infinitive clauses 

- HAVE+V-en + FOR 

- Either... or 

- Adverbial of place 

Is all this really useful to understand an instruction? This is probably not what the syllabus 

designers meant but we do not really know what they want the teachers to do with this. What 

they said about the table is that there is no hierarchy, limitation or progression (OI 2007: 20). 

But what is the purpose of making such a list referring to some vague examples (informative 

texts, rephrasing, explanations, descriptions etc.)? In 1997, the grammar column was quite 

                                                           
25

 See in appendix 3 the table of the OI of 2007 
26

 OI 2007, p.21,22,25 
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similar but it referred to some comprehensible ‘competences’ (OI 1997: 74): making a phone 

call, writing a letter, talking about the past, asking for our way or talking about an experience 

(which would include the use of the present perfect). The syllabus designers in 1997 described 

the grammatical structures as ‘useful means of expression’
27

 (1997: 54) Syllabus designers in 

2007 decided not to give many explanations about this ‘grammatical competence’ column as 

the CEF did with grammar competence that has no descriptors (the only table is for 

‘grammatical accuracy’). 

 Moreover, we are left to wonder whether this column deserves to be called ‘grammatical 

competence’ when we see that it is only composed of structures. After the publication of the 

CEF, we would have expected to find clearer titles for the examples that would be closer to 

communicative situations. Plus, we could imagine that the titles for the ‘competences’ of 1997 

would have found their place in the ‘grammatical competence’ column of 2007. Indeed, 

‘make a wish’ (entry 1.3), ‘talking about one’s experience’ (3.2), ‘talking about the future’ 

(3.2) really imply a grammatical knowledge of the modal would, wish, of the present perfect, 

or of the modal will, be going to, be to. Then, an example of production could be ‘make a plan 

for your holidays’, and we would find in the ‘grammatical competence’ column: ‘talking 

about the future (will, be going to, be to)’, ‘make a wish’ (would, wish, would like to). This is 

probably what D. Chini (2009) finds regrettable when she declares that the grammatical 

structures are not linked with a proper task: 

“[Il faudrait] concevoir des programmes officiels où la composante grammaticale est structurée en fonction du 

rôle que les marqueurs peuvent jouer par rapport à chaque entrée actionnelle générique et non comme c’est le 

cas aujourd’hui dans les nouveaux programmes pour les paliers 1 et 2, de façon globalement aléatoire, en 

fonction des exemples spécifiques de formulations qui sont donnés” (2009: 13) 

 

 The OI of 2007 lack so much clarity that we do not see how grammar is used for 

communication in the tables. The designers did not pick up the essential structures and 

competences for a student in 4ème and 3ème to be able to communicate in English. This can 

lead to a lack of national coherence and unity between the textbook writers and the teachers. 

 

22..  GGrraammmmaarr  aawwaarreenneessss  aanndd  ggrraammmmaarr  kknnoowwlleeddggee  

 As grammar is mostly seen and promoted as a competence for communication, is there 

a place and a necessity for grammar knowledge and grammar awareness? We saw in the first 

part that the CEF did not take a stand about this issue. So, how did the new OI deal with this? 
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 « un inventaire des moyens d’expression utiles » (OI 1997 : 54) Translated by myself. 
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 In the OI of 2007, the syllabus designers describe the contents of the tables as 

‘linguistic knowledge’
28

 and not as linguistic competence. They add that this knowledge is not 

an end in itself but there is not much information about what end or aim this knowledge has. 

The purpose is always communication but how to transform this knowledge into competence 

and into an ability to communicate? How to make this knowledge useful for communication? 

 We will agree that knowledge for knowledge’s sake is not what is sought in secondary 

school education; the OI of 1997 really clarifies this when the authors attest that: ‘Learning 

English [...] is acquiring knowledge in order to build know-how’
29

 (1997: 22). They take the 

link between knowledge and competence into consideration by listing the main points that 

make knowledge part of the development of competences
30

. First, knowledge develops 

students’ autonomy and it helps them to understand the language and how it works. The 

authors of the OI of 1997, like the authors of the CEF, encourage a comparative study of the 

English and French languages. This comparative study is completely absent from the OI of 

2007 though it is advised in the CEF and also by many authors like A. Trévise who considers 

the French language to be ‘the first linguistic system in terms of representation of the world 

and affect’
31

 (2009: 3) which is therefore a key to learn other languages and to be aware that 

all languages have their own functioning and similarities. In the OI of 2007 there is nothing 

about grammar awareness and even in the support file of Palier 1 there is no proper work or 

activities on grammar awareness. Some authors are really committed to the importance of a 

grammatical reflexion as D. Chini: “Pour être pleinement efficace en contexte scolaire, la 

perspective actionnelle doit intégrer une solide composante réflexive qui laisse le temps 

nécessaire à la maturation des connaissances” (2009: 1) or Gessica de Angelin : “Il est fort 

probable que la réflexion métalinguistique soit l’un des facteurs qui joue le rôle le plus 

important dans l’augmentation de la capacité des individus multilingues à apprendre de 

nouvelles langues” (dans Chini, D.: 17). This statement holds the notion of plurilingualism 
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 « Les colonnes des compétences culturelles, grammaticales et phonologiques fournissent des indications des 
savoirs linguistiques et culturels qui sont au service de la compétence communicative. » (OI, 2007 : 20) 
Translated by myself 
29

 « Apprendre l’anglais [...] c’est s’approprier des savoirs pour construire des savoir-faire. » (1997:22) 
Translated by myself. 
30

 « Au service de la communication, elle [la grammaire] se veut aussi formatrice : elle est au service de 
l’enseignement des fonctions langagières, elle contribue à faire accéder l’élève à l’autonomie langagière, une 
bonne compréhension des mécanismes de l’anglais devant logiquement entraîner une meilleure appropriation 
et mémorisation des opérations de la langue, elle conduit à une meilleure perception de l’acte de langage avec 
possibilités de comparer les modes de fonctionnement utilisés. » (1997 : 42) Translated by myself. 
31

 « Système de langue préalable incontournable en termes de représentation du monde et de l’affect » 
(2009 :3) Translated by myself. In Trévise, A. (2009) Les textes officiels français pour les langues vivantes et 
l’enseignement/apprentissage de la grammaire, L'exemple de la détermination nominale. Namur : Université de 
Namur. 
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which is one of the main concerns of the CEF but it does not seem to be promoted by the OI 

of 2007. 

 The problem we face with the OI of 2007 is that the authors do not insist on the 

importance of grammar awareness because the CEF did not take a stand about this issue and 

because the OI lack a clear explanation of a common adopted approach concerning grammar 

and an assessment of the weight of grammar knowledge and competence in the language 

classroom. 

 

33..  TThhee  OOffffiicciiaall  IInnssttrruuccttiioonnss  ooff  22000077::  ffiilllliinngg  tthhee  vvooiidd  ooff  tthhee  CCEEFF??  

 The issue we are going to tackle now is how did the curriculum designers deal with the 

poor CEF guidelines about grammar? Generally speaking, we can say that the designers did 

not clarify the grammar approach; they explain how grammar should be perceived according 

to the CEF: as a competence and not as an end in itself, but in pedagogical terms, our vision 

of grammar is still very unclear. 

 

 Between 1997 and 2007, the way grammar teaching was addressed in the official 

instructions has changed a lot. In 1997, grammar is presented as ‘Grammar’ and the designers 

tackle the issue in a very precise and descriptive way. If we look at the support file of 1997, 

there is for each level an explanation on grammar teaching concerning the progression, the 

application, the goals, oral grammar, etc. The support file is quite dense but it mainly 

concerns grammar at the expense of all the other competences and aspects of language. In 

2007, an inventory of grammatical structures fills the ‘Grammatical competence’ column that 

matches with examples of interventions and texts. The structure is a bit arbitrary and the 

grammatical structures are really numerous in comparison to what the CEF advised about 

grammar (see part 1). What changed in the syllabuses are actually only the terms used and the 

classification according to language activities but the contents have barely been revised. The 

inventory is certainly more influenced by the strong French ‘grammatical culture’ than by the 

CEF guidelines. 

 

 If we turn our attention to the support file of the OI of Palier 1 (2005)
32

 we are 

surprised to see that the curriculum designers first start to talk in the preface about linguistics: 
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 Ministère de l'Education Nationale (2005), Documents d'accompagnement des programmes Anglais Palier 1. 
Futuroscope Cedex : CNDP     
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‘linguistic development’, ‘linguistic competence’, ‘linguistic knowledge’, ‘language 

structures’ and ‘language awareness’ (2006: 5). Through this, they want to remind us that the 

CEF does not prescribe a no-grammar approach. This is really important since, as we saw, the 

CEF remains a bit silent and is not really consistent about this. Inside this support file we can 

find three kinds of units aiming at presenting how to build a unit taking into account the CEF 

and the new OI. Peculiarly, grammar is slightly left aside in these units. The authors focus on 

strategies, culture, looking for meaning and even by quoting the CEF but as far as grammar is 

concerned there are few explanations on how to introduce and practice grammar in a unit. 

Now, we can look closer at the unit on page 28, which introduces the preterit and the 

comparative and superlative forms. The introductory phase is made through the students’ oral 

productions: “If their productions are in the present tense, the teacher will lead the students to 

use the preterit asking for example: Now? Does the group still exist? Do they still sing 

together now?”
33

 (2006: 28) This grammatical anticipation phase starts from where the 

students are, in a communicative situation, to help them produce a more accurate message 

afterwards. This example clearly follows what the CEF promotes: a meaningful grammar. 

Then, concerning the comparative and superlative forms, the activity proposed is oral and 

encourages the students to practice the structures with the Beatles: “Ringo was the oldest. 

John was older than Paul”. The authors indicate that “This production phase allows the 

teacher to make the students practice the structures without transforming this communicative 

activity into an activity of boring and artificial manipulations”
34

 (2006: 30), but the question 

to raise here is: is this activity enough to be able to generalize the rule behind the comparative 

and superlative forms in order to improve one’s grammatical performance? Would it not be 

interesting to follow this activity with a grammatical awareness activity to allow the student to 

generalize ‘John was older than Paul’ to be able to create an infinite number of sentences in 

several other communicative situations? The only grammatical awareness activity proposed in 

this unit consists in linking the irregular verbs at the preterit form with the original verb. This 

poor phase is called ‘Travail sur le prétérit irrégulier’ (p.30). 

 

                                                           
33

 « Si les énoncés sont produits au présent, on amènera la classe à utiliser le prétérit en demandant, par 
exemple : Now ? Does the group still exist ? Do they still sing together now ? » (2006 :28) Translated by myself. 
34

 « Cette phase de production permettra au professeur de faire pratiquer les formes comparatives et 
superlatives sans cependant transformer cette activité de communication en un temps de manipulations 
structurales artificielles et lassantes » (2006 :30)  Translated by myself.  
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 We can clearly feel the influence of the CEF on the support file but concerning 

grammar, there are not many changes. The authors do not fill the void of the CEF; they just 

take from it as much as they could and keep what they were doing before for the rest. 

 The support file reveals a really paradoxical approach: an explicit preface said to link 

‘what is said (in the programs) and what is to be done (in the classroom)’ which actually says 

what the CEF says but does not show how to concretely put it into practice. 

 As we saw, the action oriented side of the CEF is missing and this reinforces the 

paradox between the CEF and the OI (the syllabus and the support files). This is a major 

problem for the elaboration of textbooks: how do the textbook designers deal with this 

paradox? How do they introduce grammar? How do they find their place in this triangular 

system?  

 

CEF (European Council) 

      

               Official Instructions (National Education Minister) 

 

Textbooks (Textbook designers) 

 

   = influences 
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III. How do textbook writers deal with the CEF guidelines 

and the Official Instructions? 

 

 We are now going to explore the influence the CEF has had on textbooks examining 

their vision of grammar and their way to introduce it. For this purpose, we will analyze to 

what extent the CEF has changed the place of grammar in the textbooks and how the textbook 

writers dealt, at the same time, with the OI of 2007. The study of the textbooks is very 

interesting for our research as it is nearly the last step of the CEF’s translation before it comes 

in the teachers’ hands. We will then be aware of how the textbook writers have translated, 

rendered accessible and contextualized the guidelines of the institutions. 

 In order to write a complete report on the subject, I selected three textbooks: New Live 

4ème (2002)
35

, Good News 4ème (2008)
36

 and Connect 4ème (2008)
37

. Considering the dates 

of publication, New Live is an old textbook, no longer in conformity with the program but it 

will be helpful to highlight the change between before and after the adoption of the CEF and 

of the new OI which are represented in Good News and Connect. They were published the 

same year, just after the new OI but what is interesting to analyse is that they have a very 

different linguistic approach from one another. When I mention textbooks, I also include the 

documents that come with them: the workbook and the teacher’s book. I chose to focus my 

work on the 4ème level (level A2+) and more precisely on the study of the preterit for it is a 

fundamental structure which is hard to master for the students, as I observed during my 

internship in a class of 3ème: the pronunciation of “–ed”, the irregular verbs, the French 

equivalence, the form of the structure... So many points that make the preterit worthy to be 

given a thought.  The three textbooks approach the preterit in three different ways and this 

starts with the themes of the unit: mystery writings for New Live, the ways to communicate 

for Good News and 21
st
 century London for Connect. In this part, we will first analyse the 

aspect of ‘communicative grammar’, required by the CEF, in the activities and in the task; the 

presence and the weight of grammar and grammar awareness in order to specify what has 

changed with the CEF concerning grammar more generally. 
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 Plays Martin-Cocher, O., M. Meyer, C. Marcangeli, J.-P. Gabilan, R. Pevsner (2002). New Live 4ème. Paris: 
Didier. See an extract of it in appendix 4 
36

 Quéniart, J., M.-P. Lemaire, J. Bradley-Giraud, G. Brushnell (2008). Good News 4ème. Paris: Belin. See an 
extract of it in appendix 5 
37

 Benoit, W., M. Jobert, G. Lasbleiz, F. Mallet, M. Roussel (2008). Connect 4ème. Paris: Hachette Education. See 
an extract of it in appendix 6 
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11..  GGrraammmmaarr  iinn  tthhee  aaccttiivviittiieess  aanndd  iinn  tthhee  ffiinnaall  ttaasskk  

 This subpart is dedicated to examining to what extent the textbook writers see 

grammar as a way to communicate. This can be assessed with regard to the way grammar is 

introduced to the students. In New Live, the unit ‘M. for Mystery’ is all about the preterit, or at 

least about grammar. Indeed, the aims of the unit are ‘Talking about the past’ (preterit) and 

‘Asking questions about a purpose’ (‘What... for?’ structure). Therefore, the very first 

activities aim at making sentences about the lives of three mystery writers thanks to the few 

given elements, using the preterit... and ‘ago’. Good News also introduces the preterit with an 

oral document (a conversation between friends about their holidays) which is mixed with a 

written activity. Indeed, the students are asked to complete a fill-in-the-gap exercise even 

though it is the first time they discover the preterit. The approach in Connect is probably the 

closest to the grammar perspective of the CEF. The aim of the ‘21
st
 Century London’ unit is 

to discover the city, not to introduce the preterit. Therefore, the preterit is introduced in the 

fourth activity: a listening comprehension of a conversation between friends planning to go to 

London. As one of them went there once, she uses the preterit: her few sentences will be 

reused in the grammar awareness activity on the preterit. The preterit is more naturally 

introduced than in the other textbooks. The writers of Connect wrote in the teacher’s book 

that grammar is always “adapted to the students’ needs” and is “in the service of meaning”
38

 

(p.6). 

 Thus, grammar is introduced through a text
39

 which contains a new structure but the 

text is not just a pretext to study grammar. Indeed, in New Live, all the texts are made to 

discover or practice a grammatical structure and the authors clearly state it in the teacher’s 

book when they explain the role of the ‘Listen and learn’ activities at the beginning of a unit: 

“to introduce (or revise) some linguistic elements (grammatical or lexical), aims of the 

lesson”
40

 (p.5). In Good News and Connect, the grammatical structures of the text are used to 

raise students’ awareness of the form but the role of the text is to show to the students how to 

make a phone call (Good News) and what can be done in London (Connect).  

 The activities in Connect are not all about the structure studied; it is not always 

reactivated so that it does not become the only thing to focus in the language. This probably 
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 « Adaptée aux besoins des élèves », « mise au service du sens ». Translated by myself. 
39

 Following the definition of the CEF : a text can be a picture, a written or oral text, a conversation... 
40

 « pour permettre l’introduction (ou la révision) de certains éléments linguistiques (grammaticaux ou 
lexicaux), objectifs de la leçon » Translated by myself. 
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leaves place to a better focalization on developing students’ fluency in terms of 

comprehension and production. However, in Good News published at the same period, the 

grammatical structure studied is nearly always a hidden pretext for all the activities proposed 

in the textbook. This is probably because the grammatical program for this unit is very heavy: 

‘what... for?’, present continuous, preterit, preterit be+ing, so/neither.  

 When dealing with grammar for communication, the pronunciation of the structures is 

very important as they are meant to be used orally. As far as the preterit is concerned, the 

pronunciation is hard to get for French speakers so it requires oral practice and an explanation 

of the rule to generalize it. Yet, only New Live and Connect dedicate a place for that 

explanation though New Live does not leave as much place as Connect for practicing it. 

Connect offers an oral ‘grammar-based’ activity (linked with the theme) just before the micro-

task to consolidate the structure and its pronunciation. 

 D. Pluskwa, D. Willis and J. Willis (2009:208)
41

 assert in their chapter entitled: ‘The 

action-oriented approach in practice: the task first, grammar next’
42

 that a good task did not 

need any grammar point. This would be reserved for activities; but what is the purpose of 

working on a grammatical structure if we do not use it in the final task that is meant to be as 

close as possible to a real life situation? What the action-oriented approach states, as we 

already discussed, is that grammar should not be the main point of a task but it still needs to 

be there. Indeed, in New Live, there is no task but a classic written evaluation and the main 

contents are related to the use of the preterit structures: irregular verbs, choice between 

preterit and preterit be+ing, asking questions using the preterit... This practice is to be 

radically opposed to the final tasks in Good News and Connect where they cover all the 

cultural contents and strategies learnt during the unit. Though it is not specified in the 

explanations of the task, as it focuses on the action, students will have to reuse the preterit. 

When they will present their timelines to the class (Good News), the students will have to use 

the preterit to tell the events. It will be the same in Connect when the students will have to 

make a leaflet about a place in London and tell a bit about its history. Though Connect seems 

to pay little attention to grammar, there are five points dedicated to grammar use in the final 

task. The question to raise is do the students have enough time to get prepared and to be fluent 

and accurate with this structure before going on another structure? Do they have all the tools 
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 Pluskwa, D., D. Willis & J. Willis (2009). “L'approche actionnelle en pratique: la tâche d'abord, la grammaire 
ensuite!”. In Lions-Olivieri, M.-L. & P. Liria, L'Approche Actionnelle dans l'Enseignement des Langues: Onze 
articles pour mieux comprendre et faire le point. Barcelone : Difusión-Édition Maison des langues, p.205-230. 
42

 « L’approche actionnelle en pratique : la tâche d’abord, la grammaire ensuite ! ». Translated by myself. 
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to be evaluated on it? This is an issue brought up by J. P. Cuq (2008) when he attests that: 

“The evaluation of the grammatical competence in the task is a didactic problem that is not 

well understood at the moment”
43

 (p.64). 

 

22..  GGrraammmmaarr  kknnoowwlleeddggee::  GGrraammmmaarr  aawwaarreenneessss,,  rruulleess,,  lleessssoonnss,,  eexxeerrcciisseess  

 We are now going to focus on the place of grammar knowledge in the textbooks and in 

the workbooks where we generally find grammar awareness activities
44

. Good News and 

Connect seem to follow the same practice; learners have time to discover and manipulate the 

language through oral comprehensions and productions before thinking about it. The grammar 

awareness stage is fundamental for the students to “pay attention to new structures and to 

systematize what they just learnt” 
45

(D. Pluskwa, D. Willis, J. Willis, 2009: 219). Its place has 

to be strategic; it must not appear too early as in New Live, not to make the students focus on 

grammar and accuracy at first; but must not be too late to leave some time for knowledge and 

competence to be acquired.  

 In terms of organization and contents of the grammar awareness activity, the three 

workbooks are very different. New Live does not really make the students think about 

grammar though they entitled this activity ‘Think!’. Indeed, they provide the learners with a 

lesson about the use of the preterit and the difference with the French passé composé. The 

choices made by the authors are odd: regular and irregular verbs are not highlighted or on the 

negative form but they shed light on the construction of the questions with ‘Who’ as a subject. 

Good News kept this ‘lesson aspect’ though it is now the role of the learners to complete it. It 

is difficult to call it a grammar awareness activity given that the students just have to put 

words in sentences. In Good News and Connect the learners are expected to take their 

information from the previous oral comprehension which makes the lesson very consistent 

and flowing; but Good News is much too close to the text and does not go away from it to 

make the students discover all the aspects of the structure. Connect is briefer but complete and 

it guides the students step by step with questions, sentences to complete, boxes to tick to make 

them discover by themselves the preterit in all its forms. Grammar awareness activities in 
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 « L’évaluation de la compétence grammaticale au niveau de la tâche est un problème didactique pas encore 
bien maîtrisé à ce jour ». Translated by myself. 
44

 Grammar awareness activities corresponds to the PRL in French (Pratique Raisonnée de la Langue) 
45

  « Prêter attention à de nouvelles structures et systématiser ce qu’ils ont appris » Translated by myself. 
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Connect follow a more inductive process than the other ones, as it is advised by the CEF 

(2001: 152).  

 I think it is right to say that it is a shame that the comparison between French and 

English has disappeared a bit from the new textbooks since as we saw part 2.2, our mother 

tongue is a system we acquired and which represents our own conception of the world, so it 

should not be denied. Nevertheless, it is only in New Live that the tricky difference between 

the preterit and the passé composé is underlined. In the grammatical summary of Good News, 

all the examples are translated by a passé composé as if they always corresponded to one 

another. Connect is really innovative on this subject; it deconstructs a widespread idea in the 

learner’s mind that the present perfect is a past tense, thus, the authors include a paragraph 

“Have-en” in the part dedicated to the present tense. They present it as it really is in the 

English language: an aspect, as opposed to the French language in which it does not exist. 

 As far as practice is concerned, we worked on communicative activities previously, 

but what about exercises in the new textbooks? Are they still the same? M. Denyer
46

 

(2009:147) answers that “the task does not exclude the exercise [...] A unit has to promote the 

mastery of the resources necessary to the realization of the task (exercises, activities...)”
47

 

(p.151). Thus, exercises are still present in the action-oriented approach and besides, the CEF 

declares that ‘explanations and formal exercises’ can be used (p.152). There is no change 

concerning the content of the exercises that are guided for the most part (completing 

sentences, answering questions, translating, etc) though we can notice that in New Live, there 

were free exercises that were here to make the students practice the structures but with their 

own words and ideas so that they were able to appropriate the structure. 

 Now I would like to raise the question of metalanguage in the grammar summary 

inside the textbooks. Connect makes a general overview of the structures while the other two 

make a further description of the different use and include in it ‘ago’ and the time markers. 

Plus, the vocabulary they employ is a linguistic vocabulary that is probably good to use if it is 

understood by everyone (which may not be the case in 4ème). Indeed, as A. Trévise (2009) 

attests it would be good to: “use a stable and common metalanguage that the learner would 
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 Denyer, M. (2009). “La perspective actionnelle définie par le CECR et ses répercussions dans l'enseignement 
des langues”. In Lions-Olivieri, M.-L. & P. Liria, L'Approche Actionnelle dans l'Enseignement des Langues: Onze 
articles pour mieux comprendre et faire le point. Barcelone : Difusión-Édition Maison des langues, p.141-155. 
47

 « La tâche n’exclut pas l’exercice [...] Il faut qu’une unité didactique installe la maîtrise des ressources 
nécessaires à la réalisation de la tâche (exercices, activités...) » Translated by myself. 
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find in his other language learning”
48

 (p.103). But let us compare the different approaches to 

explain the preterit: 

 

 Connect: “Il est utilisé pour situer une action ou un fait dans le passé. Il est souvent 

accompagné d’un marqueur de temps (yesterday...). C’est aussi le temps de la narration, 

celui que l’on utilise pour raconter les histoires” (p.135) 

 

 Good News: “C’est une forme verbale qui indique que le moment dont il est question 

fait partie du passé. C’est fini. C’est pourquoi le prétérit est souvent accompagné d’un 

marqueur de temps [...] Ce sont des adverbes ou des compléments circonstanciels” (p.9) 

 

 New Live: 1. “Celui qui parle – l’énonciateur – renseigne son interlocuteur à propos 

de ce qui a eu lieu avant, dans le passé. Il y a un décalage entre le moment où il parle et le 

moment où les choses ont eu lieu. Ce qui compte, c’est l’information.” 2. Le prétérit est aussi 

employé pour envisager une situation en décalage par rapport à la réalité des faits 

présents”.(p.141) 

 

A long and complex approach like New Live and a bit like Good News is risky as it is possible 

that its role of ‘help’ would not be fulfilled. It is really important to make a difference 

between the ‘expert knowledge’ and the ‘taught knowledge’ (A. Trévise, 2009:110)
49

. The 

complex terminology has to be taken with a pinch of salt in a class of 4ème. Grammar has to 

be seen by the learners as a competence and not as a complex system with terms they may not 

understand, even in their own language! 

 

33..  HHooww  ddiidd  tthhee  CCEEFF  aanndd  tthhee  OOII  iinnfflluueennccee  tthhee  tteexxttbbooookkss??    

 We can now clearly attest that the textbooks published after the CEF present grammar 

as a tool for real life communication through the final task. Thus, the description and the 

grammar awareness activities become simpler with more accessible terms at the expense of a 

metalinguistic analysis. Oral grammar is pushed forward; the contraction of the auxiliaries is 

emphasized and we see the apparition of new contractions like ‘gotta, kinda, gonna’ that can 

be found in the textbook ‘Enjoy 4ème’ (2008)
50

 which is the new textbook published by 

Didier editions and written by the same coordinator as New Live, Odile Martin-Cocher. The 

authors have realized the importance of oral grammar for learners to understand real life 
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 « Passer par une métalangue stable et commune que l’apprenant retrouverait aussi dans ses divers 
apprentissages de langues ». Translated by myself. 
49

 A. Trévise differentiates « savoir savant » and « savoir enseigné ». Translated by myself. 
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 Martin-Cocher, O. & al. (2008). Enjoy English in 4ème. Paris: Didier. 
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conversations. Grammar is no more only in the final evaluation where the students had to 

know the rules, the examples and the exceptions by heart as a lesson. They are now asked to 

understand it and use it in the final task which is generally more entertaining and personal. 

 The contribution of the CEF is also obvious concerning the terms used. The term 

‘grammar’ has given way to ‘grammatical competence’. Though it refers to the same 

grammar, it is now recognized as a competence such as all the other know-how: anyone can 

work on it, get improvement, and use it; it is not just knowledge. 

As far as goals are concerned, they are now focused on general competences linked with 

language activities. Yet, we do not find any goal concerning grammatical competence but 

structures. Why not re-use the main goals of New Live like ‘Talking about the past’ as 

grammatical goals for grammatical competence? How does a student know when he acquires 

a step of the grammatical competence? They are never clearly stated though Good News made 

an effort on this by including the goal of each exercise (“Do you know how to talk about the 

past?”), even if it is not really in an exercise that we can attest this. What Enjoy proposes is to 

evaluate grammar performance in the task which is the best way to attest if a student is able to 

re-use a structure in a ‘real life’ situation when there is not only grammar at stake. Thus, they 

provide the teachers with evaluation sheets in which they translated the CEF descriptors 

accompanied by the CEF levels that we do not find in the other textbooks
51

. It is still 

understandable that with a descriptor such as “Uses reasonably accurately a repertoire of 

frequently used ‘routines’ and patterns associated with more predictable situations” (CEF, 

2001:114), it is hard to make a concrete and accessible objective for the students.  

 The evolution between pre-CEF and post-CEF is not transposed in the textbooks as a 

massive change, and besides, what has evolved depends on the textbooks; there is not a 

harmonious change. Still, we can notice that the presentation stage is still made through an 

oral document, the grammar awareness stage is still present and the training stage (exercises) 

is still part of the teaching-learning of English. But we have the impression that there has been 

a sort of revolution since all the other contents, texts, competences, themes, evaluation 

methods, more generally, have changed rather radically thanks to CEF; so it obviously affects 

grammar teaching. It is preferable to work on a grammar structure if it is presented through 

interesting, authentic and attractive texts (teenagers planning to go to London in Connect vs. 

Mystery writers’ lives told by a narrator in New Live). 
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 See an example of an evaluation sheet in appendix 7  
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 In the support file of Palier 1 we studied in part 2.3, there was less importance on 

grammar than there is in the textbooks. The aim of the support file’s authors was to show how 

to adapt the new OI in a unit but it just highlighted the main changes brought by the CEF: 

grammar was almost never alluded to. This emptiness led the textbook writers to keep part of 

their way of doing and getting focused on the guidelines of the CEF. Nevertheless, grammar 

structures to be acquired by the students have to be taken from the OI; that is why there are 

sometimes so many grammar structures to be acquired or revised in a unit (eight in the unit of 

Good News!). The programs are so heavy that it does not correspond to the action-oriented 

approach as it is nearly impossible to work on all these items and include them in the final 

task as it is advised by the CEF: “Textbook writers and course designers [...] may wish to 

formulate their [grammatical] objectives in terms of the tasks they wish to equip the learners 

to perform” (CEF, 2001: 141). They probably mean that any objective, including grammar 

ones, would be better to be taught according to the objectives of the task. We can observe that 

it is a shame that the final task in Good News only includes one grammatical structure out of 

eight. This is in accordance with what C. Bourguignon (2010) declared: “The official 

instructions set objectives to be reached for each level; the required level is far above the 

reality in the trenches”
52

.  

 As there is no complete harmony between the CEF and the OI of 2007, there is also no 

complete harmony between the different textbooks. The grammatical program differs from 

one textbook to another; then, all the students do not have the same grammatical competence. 

If we consider other textbooks, like history or mathematics textbooks, the program is similar 

in every textbook and even if we teach a language, it should not prevent us from following the 

same progression, otherwise what A. Trévise (2009) declares would become true: “It falls to 

the students to fill the void and the incoherence of their successive textbooks and teachers”
53

 

(p.109). 
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 « Les instructions officielles fixent des objectifs à atteindre en fonction des classes, les exigences sont bien 
au-delà de la réalité du terrain ». Translated by myself.  
53

 « Il incombe à l’élève de combler le vide et les incohérences de ses manuels et enseignants successifs ». 
Translated by myself. 
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Conclusion 

 

 We can attest that since the publication of the CEF, the grammatical approach has 

evolved in favour of the action-oriented approach though this change might be a bit 

superficial as this approach was adopted in France eight years ago and transposed in the 

instructions five years ago. There are two reasons to explain why the transposition seems to 

be partial: first, the action-oriented approach follows on from the communicative approach, 

insomuch that we even refer in France to the ‘approche communic’actionnelle’. Thus, the aim 

of this approach is not to revolutionize language teaching but to make it as close to real-life as 

possible. J-P Cuq concludes that in terms of grammar, the action-oriented approach is not so 

different from the communicative approach (2008: 60)
54

. There is not less grammar nor little 

importance dedicated to grammar, the action-oriented approach just presents a new way of 

studying grammar in class. The second reason is that this approach is fairly recent in terms of 

didactics so the evolution needs time and steps for the transposition to be complete; that is 

why the contemporary textbooks are different from one another. New textbooks are going to 

be released in several editions in 2013 and 2014 which will be perhaps more adapted to the 

CEF. 

 We can henceforth conclude that the tools the teachers have in hand lack coherence 

and uniformity. Then it is the teachers’ role to “deal with the difficult didactic transposition” 

(A. Trévise, 2009: 107). A harmonious approach is really needed, and especially because of 

the rise of eclecticism in France, described by M. Mpanzu who talks of a “methodology 

crisis”
55

 that diversifies the methods used in the textbooks and by the teacher as well.  

 This research paper would be worthy to be revised once new textbooks will have been 

released to notice or not a further evolution. A study on the teachers’ practice in class and on 

the students’ feeling about grammar would be interesting to examine and would complete this 

research.  

 

 

 

 

                                                           
54

 « La perspective actionnelle, au moins sur la question de la grammaire et de son évaluation, ne donne pas 
lieu à des mises en oeuvre fondamentalement différentes de celles de l’approche communicative. » (2008 :60) 
55

 « une crise des méthodologies » Translated by myself. 
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Appendix 2: Table of the Official Instructions of 1997 
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Appendix 3: Table of the Official Instructions of 2007 
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Appendix 4: Extracts from the textbook New Live 4ème 
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Extract from he Grammar Summary in the textbook 



 
49 

 

 

 



 
50 

Extract from the Workbook (Grammar awareness activity)  
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Appendix 5 : Extract from the textbook Good News 4
ème
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Extract from the Grammar Summary in the textbook  
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Extract from the workbook (Grammar awareness activity)  



 
59 

Appendix 6: Extract from the textbook Connect 4ème 
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Extract from the Grammar summary in the textbook 
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ème
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MOTS CLES: enseignement grammaire, CECRL, programmes scolaires palier 2, approche 

actionnelle, manuels scolaires d’anglais 

RESUME: Ce mémoire de recherche se propose d’examiner la transposition du CECRL dans 

les programmes scolaires du Palier 2 et dans trois manuels scolaires de 4ème en ce qui 

concerne l’enseignement de la grammaire anglaise, en prenant l’exemple du prétérit. Ce 

travail s’intéresse à la manière dont le CECRL aborde l’enseignement de la grammaire, aux 

changements générés et à son influence sur les programmes scolaires et dans les manuels 

scolaires. Cette étude propose également une réflexion sur la place de la grammaire dans les 

programmes et à la manière dont les auteurs de manuels contextualisent l’approche 

grammaticale dans l’approche actionnelle en terme de savoirs et savoir-faire grammaticaux, 

de pratique raisonnée de la langue et en ce qui concerne la place de la grammaire dans les 

activités de communication et dans la tâche finale. Cette étude est enrichie par une analyse 

contrastive avec les anciens programmes scolaires et un ancien manuel publiés avant 

l’adoption du CECRL en France.  

 

KEYWORDS: grammar teaching, CEFR, French official instructions, action-oriented 

approach, English textbooks 

ABSTRACT: This dissertation intends to examine the transposition of the CEFR in the 

French official instructions for Palier 2 and in three textbooks for 4ème, concerning English 

grammar teaching with the example of the preterit. This work concerns the way the CEFR 

tackles grammar teaching, the changes generated, and the influence of the CEFR on the 

official instructions and in the textbooks. This study offers a reflexion on the place of 

grammar in the instructions and on the way the authors of textbooks contextualize the 

grammatical approach in the action-oriented approach, in terms of grammar knowledge and 

skills, grammar awareness and concerning the place of grammar in communicative activities 

and in the final task. This study is enriched by a contrastive analysis with old official 

instructions and an old textbook published before the CEFR adoption in France.  


