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Setting Students Up for Success:
F o rmative Evaluation and FLES1

L a rry Va n d e rg r i f t
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A b s t r a c t : A team of French teachers across Canada developed prototype evaluation instru-
ments congruent with recent curriculum changes for core French. A series of formative evaluation
i n s t ruments for beginning-level students (grades 4–6) was refined and field-tested. Encouraging
results of the field-test highlight a positive response to the experiential nature of the evaluation
tasks. Both students and teachers commented on the potential of the various instruments to (1)
help students organize their work; (2) raise student awareness of the processes of language learn-
ing; (3) provide students with useful feedback; and (4) motivate students to improve their per-
f o rmance in Fre n c h .

I n t ro d u c t i o n

Recent curriculum changes in core French (CF)2 p rograms across Canada resulted in the need
for new evaluation tools. In response, the National Core French Assessment Project (Le pro j e t
pancanadien en évaluation en français de base) was established to create new formative evaluation
i n s t ruments. A variety of prototype instruments, congruent with the curriculum model advo-
cated by the National Core French Study (NCFS), have been developed and tested for classro o m
use. The first phase of this three-year project focused on evaluation at the intermediate level (see
Va n d e rgrift and Bélanger 1998). The second phase focused on the beginning level, that is, CF
i n s t ruction in the elementary school from grades 4 to 6. 

This paper will focus on the design and field-testing of the instruments created for begin-
ning-level students. The theoretical framework will be presented, and reactions from both teach-
ers and students will be analyzed to assess the potential impact of these prototype instru m e n t s
on teaching and learn i n g .

B a c k g ro u n d
During the last decade, CF programs in Canada have been redesigned to provide a more stimu-
lating learning experience for students. A multidimensional curriculum was introduced to inte-
grate four syllabuses (experience/communication, culture, language, and general language edu-
cation) into one unified curriculum model (Stern 1983). The NCFS re s e a rched and defined the
content of each syllabus in order to provide the provinces with a framework for developing a
richer CF curriculum (LeBlanc 1990). These curriculum changes are somewhat similar to the
national standards for foreign language learning initiative in the United States, which integrates
five components (communication, cultures, connections, comparisons, and communities) into
one curriculum model (S t a n d a rd s 1 9 9 6 ) .

The NCFS framework uses the communicative/experiential syllabus as the organizing prin-
ciple for teaching units, replacing the linguistic focus of earlier programs. Experiential learn i n g
exposes students to authentic oral and written texts and encourages students to use the targ e t
language in real-life communication as they are learning it. Communication of authentic mes-
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sages is no longer left until after the linguistic code is mas-
t e red; it is emphasized throughout the program (see Poyen
1 9 9 3 ) .

The content of the other three syllabi (language, cul-
t u re, and general language education) is determined by a
theme related to the life experience of the students and the
objectives of the targeted communication experience or
task (e.g., creating a bro c h u re to promote a club). The lan-
guage syllabus, which consists of the linguistic elements
needed, is organized according to the language functions
n e c e s s a ry to complete the task. The culture syllabus, which
acknowledges that language and culture are intert w i n e d ,
integrates specific culture objectives related to the pro j e c t
(e.g., appropriate letter writing conventions). Finally, the
general language education syllabus, which encourages
students to reflect on the nature of language and language
l e a rning, integrates a teaching focus on learning strategies
useful for facilitating learning (e.g., a focus on pre d i c t i o n
for a listening task). In summary, the new CF curr i c u l u m
model in Canada, similar to the new U.S. model, offers an
expanded view of language learning to engage students in
topics of interest and to offer them a richer language learn-
ing experience.

A recent study of provincial CF programs revealed suf-
ficient commonalities to merit interprovincial collabora-
tion on new initiatives (Va n d e rgrift 1995). In part i c u l a r,
CF re p resentatives from each of the provinces highlighted
the need to work together on valid and realistic evaluation
i n s t ruments consistent with the recent curr i c u l u m
changes. The CF re p resentatives decided to focus on the
development of formative evaluation tools, since “there is
a pressing need for a great deal more work on form a t i v e
evaluation...to help provide the information which feeds
into the process of learning and … to enable learners and
teachers to modify their behavior in an ongoing way dur-
ing instruction” (Skehan 1988, 13).

T h e o retical Framework
F o rmative evaluation seeks to enhance learning by pro v i d-
ing students with feedback on their pro g ress in meeting the
stated learning outcomes. In contrast to summative evalu-
ation, which emphasizes student mastery of content or
ranking of student perf o rmance, formative evaluation
emphasizes a student’s strengths and weaknesses and off e r s
suggestions for impro v e m e n t s .

F o rmative evaluation instruments that are congru e n t
with the principles underlying the curriculum can have a
positive feedback effect on teaching, as noted by
d’Anglejan et al. (1990). In order to respect this elemental
principle of evaluation, the design team created the pro t o-
type instruments to conform with the following principles
( C A S LT 1998, 7–13):

1. Formative evaluation is most useful and valid when it

is consistent with the teaching methodology; in this case, a
communicative/experiential methodology as delineated by the
N C F S . Since language is first of all a means of communica-
tion, evaluation methods must also emphasize communi-
cation of real messages (d’Anglejan et al. 1990). To re f l e c t
the integrated nature of experiential teaching, instru m e n t s
to evaluate each of the four language skills accompany
each theme.

2. In order to be valid, these formative evaluation instru-
ments must be directly linked to common learning outcomes.
Student pro g ress must be evaluated with respect to the
common learning outcomes for each one of the four syl-
labuses for CF at the beginning level. Common learn i n g
outcomes for CF programs across Canada are found in
Appendix A.3

3. Formative evaluation is best conducted in the context
of language tasks. A simple oral presentation, reading a
p o s t e r, listening to an advertisement,  or writing an invita-
tion are all tasks that can be carried out and evaluated at
the beginning level. For a task to be appropriate, it should
respect the age and cognitive level of the student and
should be achievable in a reasonable period of time
(Lussier 1991).

4. Formative evaluation is most useful when it is criteri-
o n - re f e renced, that is, assessing only a limited number of spe-
cific outcomes at one time. Because of its purpose, form a t i v e
evaluation cannot be global; it is better to cover a few spe-
cific outcomes at a time, focusing on a limited number of
skills, items of knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors (Bélair
1 9 9 5 ) .

5. Formative evaluation is most effective for impro v i n g
p e rf o rmance when students are given quality feedback. O r a l
and written feedback must go beyond mere judgment of
whether expected outcomes have been mastered or not
( C o rnfield et al. 1987). Formative evaluation is primarily
intended to improve learning by giving students constru c-
tive, precise feedback on their strengths and weaknesses
with re g a rd to specific outcomes — encouraging students
to reflect on their perf o rmance and to make the necessary
c o rrective adjustments.

6. Formative evaluation is more effective when students
a re pro g ressively and systematically involved in the pro c e s s .
F o rmative evaluation instruments are designed to give stu-
dents a more active role in all parts of the evaluation
p rocess. Self-evaluation can be an effective form of evalua-
tion if students are: (1) asked to make specific, constru c-
tive comments on their perf o rmance; (2) encouraged to
appraise their strengths, weaknesses, and learning goals;
(3) provided with models of the kind of comments expect-
ed; (4) given time to reflect on their perf o rmance and
p ro g ress; and (5) permitted to give as much weight to self-
evaluation as to teacher evaluation (see, e.g., Harris 1997;
McNamara and Deane 1995; Pearson and Berg h o ff 1996;
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Scallon 1996; Smolen et al. 1995). Systematic and pro g re s-
sive involvement in the evaluation process will encourage
students to acquire the metacognitive strategies re q u i red to
become successful, autonomous language learners (e.g.,
O’Malley and Chamot 1990).

7. Formative evaluation is more effective when diversi-
f i e d . Since language perf o rmance re q u i res students to
demonstrate a wide range of knowledge, skills, and atti-
tudes, a single instrument or the perf o rmance of a single
task is not enough to provide these students with an accu-
rate picture of their strengths and weaknesses. The use of
several methods of evaluation and several diff e rent kinds
of instruments provides a more reliable assessment of stu-
dent perf o rmance (Huerta-Macias 1995).

8. Formative evaluation is preferably conducted in the
t a rget language. Although the instruments are intended to
be accessible to beginning-level students, teachers are
encouraged to modify the instruments according to the
actual language level of their students. The vocabulary
used for evaluation should be taught gradually.

Sample Instru m e n t s
T h i rty-nine prototype formative evaluation instru m e n t s
w e re created by a design team of teachers from acro s s
C a n a d a .4 The design team divided into groups based on a
specific field of experience or theme. Each group of two
developed instruments to evaluate all four language skills
within their chosen theme. The themes chosen are those
generally addressed in a beginning level program of stud-
ies: Moi et ma famille (Me and My Family), Mes ami(e)s
(My Friends), L’ é c o l e (School), Les animaux de compagnie
(Pets), Les loisirs (Pastimes) and L’alimentation (F o o d ) .
The specific challenge facing each team was to pro d u c e
i n s t ruments that were task-based, reflective of a multidi-
mensional curriculum, and generic enough to be used for
other themes as well.

Team members drew heavily on their own teaching
experience, recent documents on formative evaluation,
and recent literature on new evaluation practices (e.g.,
Allal 1991; Bélair 1995; Harris 1997; Lussier 1991; Lussier
and Tu rner 1995; McNamara and Dean 1995; Wi g g i n s
1995). Drafts of instruments pre p a red by individual team
members were critiqued by the entire team. Those select-
ed for use were revised by the group and then refined by
the Project Dire c t o r, who subsequently pre p a red the initial
kit of formative evaluation instru m e n t s .

To help readers better understand the nature of these
p rototype instruments, four examples will be examined
m o re closely: (1) a Liste de vérification ( Teacher evaluation
f o rm) and a Liste de vérification par un pair (Peer evaluation
f o rm) for an oral presentation; (2) a Ta b l e a u (Activity sheet)
and a Fiche d’autoévaluation (Self-evaluation) for listening
c o m p rehension; (3) a Grille d’accompagnement ( S t u d e n t

checklist) for writing a letter; and (4) a Fiche d’observ a t i o n
( Teacher observation form) to re c o rd the use of observ a b l e
strategies. Within the kit, each set of instruments is pre f-
aced by a presentation page that introduces the assessment
a c t i v i t y, the skill(s) and the learning outcomes to be evalu-
ated, the proposed task that provides the context for the
evaluation, and directions for the task. Suggestions for a
retour réflexif (guided reflection) are provided to help the
teacher evaluate, with the whole class, the activity and the
strategies used to complete the activity. 

The teacher checklist (Figure 1) and peer evaluation
f o rm (Figure 2) can be used with a short oral pre s e n t a t i o n
to the class (e.g., introducing one’s family with the help of
p i c t u res). The task re q u i res each student to (1) identify the
members of their family and provide some inform a t i o n
about them (communication); (2) use simple sentences
(e.g, voici … c’est … elle s’appelle … il a ___ ans (lan-
g u a g e); and (3) use visual aids and speak loud enough
(strategies). While each student presents his or her family,
two (or more) classmates complete the peer evaluation
f o rm by completing the checklist and by providing written
feedback on the content of the presentation. The teacher
checklist provides specific feedback to the student on the
quality of his or her presentation. Space is provided for
written comments on what was good and where the stu-
dent can impro v e .

The instruments relating to listening (Figures 3 and 4)
attempt to sensitize students to the processes involved in
successful listening comprehension. The task re q u i res stu-
dents to (1) obtain specific information (communication);
(2) understand the vocabulary related to the theme (lan-
guage); and (3) predict answers on the basis of pre v i o u s
knowledge and listen attentively (strategies). The compre-
hension exercise, Figure 3, re q u i res students to use their
world knowledge to predict what each animal will eat or
drink. Students then listen to verify their pre d i c t i o n s .
F i g u re 4, a self-evaluation form intended to be used in con-
c e rt with Figure 3, helps students focus their attention
while listening. After the prelistening activities (including
the prediction exercise), but before hearing the text itself,
students read through and check each criterion. After lis-
tening, students complete the second section, which forc e s
them to reflect again on what they did as they were listen-
ing and on what they found easy or diff i c u l t .

A perf o rmance checklist (Figure 5) guides students in
the preparation of a simple letter. The task re q u i res stu-
dents to (1) write a short letter to a pen pal intro d u c i n g
themselves and expressing some of their interests (com-
munication); (2) use simple sentences (e.g., J’aime … , Je
m’appelle …), appropriate vocabulary, and greetings (lan-
guage); (3) respect conventions for letter writing in Fre n c h
( c u l t u re); and (4) use appropriate re f e rence tools, word
lists, and so forth, and revise and correct pre l i m i n a ry drafts
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(strategies). Each student uses the checklist as a guide in
p reparing and executing the task. The teacher evaluates
the completed task by checking (as appropriate) each item
on an accompanying form and commenting as necessary.

An observation checklist (Figure 6) allows teachers to
monitor student use of the desired observable strategies
used in class. This instrument can be used over a period of
time covering several diff e rent themes, and it can serve as
a re f e rence for re p o rt card preparation. Each day the
teacher observes a specific number of students to deter-
mine to what degree they exhibit the desired behaviors.
The kit contains blank versions of this particular instru-
ment so that teachers can incorporate the specific observ-
able strategies that they wish to monitor.

F i e l d - Testing the Instru m e n t s
To ensure validity, 33 of the 39 instruments created by the
design team were field-tested over a four-month period by
teachers and students across Canada during Fall 1997.
P a rticipating teachers and students were asked to evaluate
their experience in order to (1) determine the suitability of
the instruments for beginning level CF students; (2) furt h e r
i m p rove the instruments; and (3) provide concrete exam-
ples of how teachers can use and adapt the instru m e n t s .
The types of instruments included teacher checklists, stu-
dent checklists, self-evaluations, peer evaluations, observ a-
tion charts, rating scales, chart completion, and multiple-
choice items. Most instruments included some form of
guided reflection that re q u i red students to reflect on their
p e rf o rmance (oral and written production tasks) or the
p rocess of language learning (oral and written compre h e n-
sion tasks). A total of 162 questionnaires were completed
by teachers (some tested more than one instru m e n t ) .

Teachers were asked to provide feedback on the tech-
nical aspects of the instrument and its usefulness for form-
ative evaluation. They commented on the clarity of the
i n s t rument and its accompanying presentation page, any
modifications made to the task or the instrument, the dif-
ficulty level of the French used, and the appropriateness of

the task at this cognitive level. Teachers were asked if they
would use the instrument again, and, most import a n t l y,
they were asked to comment on the capacity of the instru-
ment to provide appropriate feedback and to realize posi-
tive effects on student learning. Finally, teachers were
asked to identify the strong points and weak points of each
i n s t rument and to provide general re a c t i o n s .

The student questionnaire asked students to comment
on the task as well as the instrument. Considering the age
of the students involved, student responses to the instru-
ments were solicited by class (teachers re c o rding student
responses on one questionnaire) rather than individually.
A total of 148 student groups responded. With re g a rd to
the task, students were asked what they liked best about it,
what they learned in French, and how they needed to
i m p rove their perf o rmance. They were also asked to com-
ment on what they discovered about their abilities (to
c o m p rehend, speak, write, or read) in French. Finally, they
w e re asked to provide suggestions for improving the look
and organization of the instrument and any general com-
ments. Copies of both questionnaires are included in the
final re p o rt (Va n d e rgrift 1998).

Teacher responses provided both quantitative and
qualitative data. Only qualitative data were generated by the
student responses. Quantitative data were collected fro m
responses that re q u i red a “yes” or a “no” answer. Quali-
tative data, gathered from the comments section after each
question on both the teacher and student questionnaire s ,
w e re examined for common themes. Research questions
guiding the data analysis included (1) the potential of the
i n s t ruments to positively affect student achievement; (2)
the usefulness of the instruments as evaluation tools; and
(3) the capacity of the instruments to make students aware
of their pro g ress in learning and how to impro v e .

R e s u l t s
Teacher Responses
The data presented in Table 1 re p resent the responses of

TEACHER JUDGMENTS OF THE USEFULNESS OF CORE FRENCH FORMATIVE 
EVALUATION INSTRUMENTS

Question Yes    n (%) No    n ( % )

Selon vous, les instruments ont-ils le potentiel d’avoir des effets 
positifs sur le progrès des élèves en français? (Do you think these 
instruments can have a positive impact on your students’ 
progress in French?) 148 (91.4) 14 (8.6)

Utiliseriez-vous de nouveau un tel instrument? 
(Would you use such an instrument again?) 151 (93.2) 11 (6.8)

Table 1
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the participating teachers to two questions. Teachers agre e
that these instruments could have positive effects on stu-
dent pro g ress in learning French (91.4%). Te a c h e r
responses indicate a high degree of satisfaction with these
i n s t ruments as appropriate and useful evaluation tools; in
fact, 93.2% of the participating teachers said that they
would use these instruments again. Furt h e rm o re, an analy-
sis of the teacher comments provides further insight into
the strengths and weaknesses of these evaluation instru-
ments and their potential for enhancing student pro g re s s
in learning French as a second language. 

It appears that contextualized, task-based evaluation is
still a relatively new concept for most teachers. Both teach-
ers and students tended to respond more to the task than
to the formative evaluation instruments. Many commented
on how re f reshing the experience was for them and their
students. Some re p resentative comments include:
“ C h i l d ren loved the hands-on work that this kit allowed
them to do.” “Je crois que tout le matériel est excellent. Les
nouvelles idées sont formidables et rafraîchissantes. C’est
une ‘banque’ excellente. J’aime beaucoup les activités var-
iées.” (I think all the material is excellent. These new ideas
a re great and re f reshing. It is an excellent “bank” of mate-
rial. I really like the varied activities.) In sum, as pointed
out by one provincial re p resentative, the authentic nature
of these evaluation instruments was a “real eye-opener” for
some teachers.

Most teachers acknowledge the adaptability of these
i n s t ruments and the potential for quality feedback to the
student. They recognize that these instruments can be
changed to reflect diff e rent emphases in the learning out-
comes, as pointed out by one teacher: “allowance is always
made for adding something to the evaluation or for using
i n s t ruments with your own criteria.” They recognize the
i n s t ruments as models or prototypes for evaluation within
a particular framework. While teachers appreciated the
adaptable nature of the instruments, they also expre s s e d
a p p reciation for the ready-made dimension and variety of
i n s t ruments. Teachers could see how to evaluate diff e re n t
components of language perf o rmance at the same time
with instruments that facilitate the process of evaluation
(“les instruments touchent à tous les aspects qu’il faut éval-
uer” [the instruments touch on everything that needs to be
evaluated]). Working with these instruments made teach-
ers more aware of the importance of providing feedback to
students on pro g ress in learning. As stated by one teacher:
“I find myself assessing the students formatively (for
myself) but not making them aware of where they are at.”
These instruments will help teachers to provide more qual-
ity feedback to their students.

The strength of these instruments is the innovative
ways in which the learning process is enhanced. Te a c h e r s
pointed to two types of instruments in part i c u l a r. First, the

retour réflexif (guided reflection) helps students to re f l e c t
on the comprehension process or the preparation of writ-
ten or oral productions, that is, what they did well and
what they could do the next time to improve. Second, the
grille d’accompagnement (checklist) helps students org a n i z e
their work, ensuring that all elements of the task are com-
pleted. This in fact encourages the development of
metacognition, as pointed out by one teacher: “The best
thing about all of these tasks/assessments was the metacog-
nition that was encouraged. My students took absolute
c o n t rol of their learning — they felt empowered and moti-
vated to reach the goals that had been set. The emphasis on
mots clés (key words) and m o t s - a m i s (cognates) was terr i f-
ic. The tie-in with all the rubric work in other subjects was
helpful— all these activities helped make the students bet-
ter overall l e a rn e r s.” While the grille d’accompagnement
p roved to be difficult for students to understand at first,
f u t u re use will be much more efficient, as acknowledged by
one teacher: “as this was the first time, some training and
translation was needed — less of this preparation will be
n e c e s s a ry for similar tasks in the future . ”

Teachers noted that when encouraged to reflect on
l e a rning, students become more aware of what they need
to work on, and the language learning strategies they can
use to facilitate comprehension or production. The listen-
ing and reading activities were particularly strong in help-
ing students to focus on the cues leading to meaning.
While teachers recognized this potential, this sentiment
was not reflected in the student comments. Student com-
ments tended to focus less on the learning dimension and
m o re on the fun dimension of working in groups on inter-
esting, new tasks.

F i n a l l y, use of these instruments made the evaluation
p rocess enjoyable. Both students and teachers commented
on the fun component which, in turn, can potentially
i n c rease student interest and motivation in learn i n g
F rench. When students were asked what they discovere d
about their abilities in French while doing the task, they
replied that they were capable of more than they thought
or that what appeared to be difficult at first was not so dif-
ficult after all. One teacher shared that her grade three class
“all wanted to give it (oral presentation) a try …
I n t e restingly enough, they saw themselves as successful
F rench speakers, which says, I suppose, volumes about
their levels of confidence. They didn’t see themselves as
‘risk takers’ per se; they just felt they could do it.” The
i n s t ruments help to set up the students for success.

A comment by one provincial CF re p resentative sum-
marizes the feedback well: “le projet a inspiré les
enseignants à perfectionner leurs pratiques en évaluation
(the project encouraged teachers to improve their evalua-
tion methods).” The results of this field test warrant imple-
mentation with further in-service sessions to confirm the
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initial findings about the value of these formative evalua-
tion instruments for language learning. Furt h e rm o re, with
a p p ropriate in-servicing, many more teachers can be moti-
vated to make changes in their evaluation practices and
t h e reby enhance language learn i n g .

Student Responses
Student comments on the formative evaluation instru-
ments were collected through a plenary discussion, led by
the teacher. The teacher then re c o rded the overall impre s-
sions of the students, attempting to state the sentiments in

Figure 6
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the students’ words. The responses were then grouped by
categories, some of which were similar to those voiced by
the teachers. Students expressed a high degree of appre c i a-
tion for the learning experiences prompted by the language
tasks in which the evaluation took place. Responses
demonstrated that students found these instruments to be
motivating for learning, directive for improving future
l e a rning, helpful for organizing work, and useful in mak-
ing them aware of language learning pro c e s s e s .

First of all, students were inspired by the experiential
n a t u re of the tasks in which the evaluation took place.
They perceived these tasks as real-life use of Fre n c h
( “ l e a rning how to speak in a situation that I may actually
use someday”), suggesting that their regular class work
generally did not incorporate many opportunities for
authentic communication (“It wasn’t just notes, re a d i n g
F rench or doing an assignment but actually talking in your
own words”). Students often used the word “fun” to
describe their experience with these instruments, for
example: “We liked working with a partner and pre s e n t i n g
was fun.” “It was fun working with my partner and pro-
nunciating (s i c) French words.” They also recognized the
enhanced learning potential of experiential learning, as
illustrated by the following comment: “The more cre a t i v e
ways we do things to learn French, the easier it makes it
and it’s more fun. It will stay longer in our memories.” To
conclude, an emphasis on the use of authentic commu-
nicative tasks inherent in experiential learning makes
l e a rning more enjoyable (“I didn’t realize that I was learn-
ing”) and leads to greater ease in using French for re a l - l i f e
purposes (“activities make you less nervous to speak in
F re n c h ” ) .

Closely related to the fun element of the experiential
tasks is the motivational dimension of working with these
evaluation instruments. Students felt that the experience
gave them a greater sense of how much they already knew,
in contrast to the typical evaluation that tends to penalize
them for what they do not know, as reflected in the follow-
ing statements: “We were able to speak better than we
thought we could.” “My ability was better than I thought…
I was surprised at what I could say.” This does not mean
that students did not have to work at successful comple-
tion of the task; they were guided to successful completion
of the task (“If I work hard, I can do it.” “It was confusing
at the start but when I tried I could do it OK”). When stu-
dents are set up for success through formative evaluation
i n s t ruments such as these, they gain the confidence to
experience future successes (“It was easy and we felt
s m a rt ” ) .

T h i rd, the directive or diagnostic nature of form a t i v e
evaluation was also appreciated by the students. In addi-
tion to being motivated to complete the re q u i red task, stu-
dents noted that the instruments were useful for impro v i n g

their perf o rmance on the task as well (“a good way to show
w h e re we can improve next time”). In many cases, stu-
dents indicated the specific ways in which future pre s e n t a-
tions could be improved (“not giggling and laughing, but
p resenting loud and clear”). In part i c u l a r, the grilles d’ac-
c o m p a g n e m e n t (checklists) helped students check for suc-
cessful completion of the task (“we liked having a check-
list because we know what we did and didn’t do…it helped
us be sure to include everything the teacher wanted”).

Peer evaluations involved students in the evaluation
p rocess and made them more sensitive to the re q u i re m e n t s
for successful completion of a task, something usually per-
ceived as the teacher’s role only (“we liked it cause we
kinda got to be the teacher”). Once again, students were
guided in the successful completion of a task as well as
i m p rovement of perf o rmance (“we liked checking the
boxes and it was good to have comments from the teacher
on another sheet”).

F o u rth, the formative evaluation instruments helped
students organize work, particularly for language pro d u c-
tion tasks. With the help of these instruments, students
could verify that all the components of a task were in place
b e f o re the final production (“the grille helped us org a n i z e
our speech and made sure we were ready”). Students
a p p reciated the fact that these instruments provided them
with neat, easy-to-follow guidelines for preparing their
written and oral productions at school or at home, as indi-
cated by one group of students: “We liked the checklist
because we know what to put in our book, then you know
if you’ve missed anything and so do our moms.”

F i n a l l y, these instruments helped students become
a w a re of the processes involved in language learning, in
p a rticular the processes involved in successful listening and
reading comprehension. Students were sensitized to the
many cognates between English and French (“many word s
look the same as English words”) and the importance of
focusing on key words (“we need to read French more care-
fully and look for key words that we understand and word s
that look like English words”; “focus on key words, but
sometimes we could not find the key words easily”).
Students learned the importance of predicting and using
their previous knowledge to make logical predictions (“we
liked seeing if our guesses were right”; “what you pre d i c t
may not always be right but predicting helps”; “If I never
knew a word, I could use the picture and think”). Students
l e a rned to listen attentively and learned the importance of
staying focused (“listen and not letting our minds wander,
if you get lost you can’t catch up”; “how carefully we must
listen to find details”; “we had to listen and not talk”).
Students learned the importance of focused, attentive re a d-
ing and listening (“I can learn to understand my re a d i n g
better if I pick out the words that I know”; “pay attention to
i m p o rtant words; you don’t have to understand all the
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w o rds”; “we could figure out some words on our own and
w e re able to piece together the rest”). Guiding students
t h rough the processes involved in successful compre h e n-
sion teaches them to focus on what is import a n t .

D i s c u s s i o n
The results of the field test reflect overwhelming support
for these formative evaluation instruments; over 90% of
the teachers indicate that they would use the instru m e n t s
again. It would appear that the potential of formative eval-
uation for language learning has been established by this
field test. In addition, the comments of both teachers and
students point to the potential impact of formative evalua-
tion on (1) learner empowerment; (2) learner motivation;
and (3) learner autonomy.

Both student and teacher comments highlight the
i m p o rtance of experiential, task-based evaluation. While
some of the enthusiasm might be attributed to the novelty
of this kind of evaluation, the strong response demon-
strates a genuine appreciation for active student involve-
ment in learning. Students perceived these evaluation tasks
as “real French,” in contrast to what they normally did in
class. They were engaged in experiential learning (i.e.,
authentic communicative activities) complemented by and
i n t e rwoven with congruent assessment activities (i.e.,
f o rmative evaluation activities that stimulate active
involvement in the learning product and the process). This
re i n f o rced the teaching methodology and gave students a
g reater sense of empowerment. Furt h e rm o re, students
w e re more involved in learning through their active
involvement in the evaluation process. Pearson and
B e rg h o ff (1996) note that the interweaving of assessment
and instruction encourages students to participate actively
in their own learning and leads to their empowerm e n t .

Second, formative evaluation is motivational. Because
of its diagnostic character, formative evaluation pro v i d e d
students with feedback that focused on more than just
what was wrong. Students learned what they did well and
what they needed to improve. An emphasis on the pro c e s s
of learning as well as the creation of the language pro d u c t s
(tasks) led students to be more motivated. This is consis-
tent with the views of Deci and Ryan (1985) who contend
that, to the extent that teachers support autonomy and
p rovide informative feedback, students’ sense of self-deter-
mination and intrinsic motivation can be enhanced.
Involvement of students in learning through form a t i v e
evaluation activities provides them with a sense of auton-
omy and feedback that both informs them of what they do
well and where they can further improve. This leads lan-
guage learners to approach a learning task positively; it
re p resents a challenge to their existing competencies and
re q u i res them to use their creative capabilities.

F i n a l l y, these instruments made students more aware

of the learning process and how to become more
autonomous language learners. Both teachers and students
commented on the power of these instruments to enhance
l e a rning, that is, to plan for the successful completion of
an oral or written production task or to reflect on the
p rocesses in comprehending an oral or a written text.
Engaging students in reflection on their learning made
them more aware of the learning processes and the strate-
gies involved to become more successful, autonomous lan-
guage learners. Students become more aware of the com-
ponents of a task or the steps that lead to the successful
completion of a task. As pointed out by Harris (1997), get-
ting students to reflect on their own perf o rmance is per-
haps the key to perceiving pro g ress in communicative
t e rms. Since pro g ress in language learning in terms of
communicative ability can often seem elusive, regular sys-
tematic self-assessment, in addition to other types of form-
ative evaluation, can make students aware of gains in com-
municative ability that may not be perceptible otherw i s e .

C o n c l u s i o n
This study has pointed to the promise of formative evalu-
ation with children learning French. Results indicate that
these instruments have the potential to appropriately eval-
uate the targeted learning outcomes and to provide useful
feedback to students on their perf o rmance. Teachers per-
ceive these prototype instruments as adaptable, flexible
tools that facilitate evaluation and learning. Comments
f rom both students and teachers suggest that these instru-
ments can (1) help students organize their work; (2) raise
student awareness of the processes of language learn i n g ;
(3) provide students with useful feedback; and (4) moti-
vate students to improve their perf o rmance in Fre n c h .

Some interesting questions for further investigation
remain to be explored. First, we need to examine the tacit
assumption that an experimental group of students who
uses these instruments over a period of instruction (e.g., a
unit of study or an academic year) would demonstrate
superior achievement to a group of students not exposed
to formative evaluation activities during the experimental
period. Second, we need to explore whether the positive
results were due to the novelty of the instruments. A lon-
gitudinal study with diff e rent curriculum frameworks (i.e.,
a communicative/experiential curriculum or a more tradi-
tional language-based curriculum) might shed furt h e r
light on the enduring effects of formative evaluation on
student attitudes over time. 
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Appendix A

Common Learning Outcomes for Core French (CF) at the Beginning Level

Beginning level CF students will be able to:

E x p e r i e n c e
• p a rticipate in a variety of language experiences, individually and in groups, related to their interest and life experi-

e n c e s .

C o m m u n i c a t i o n
• e x p ress meaningful but brief and simple messages
• e x p ress coherent messages of a few utterances
• e x p ress messages with adequate content
• understand simple short oral texts on familiar topics
• write short messages containing one to three utterances
• transcribe high-frequency sentences
• understand simple short written texts on familiar topics and standardized written messages

L a n g u a g e
• Use simple sentence stru c t u res with verbs in the present, the past, and the future tenses and vocabulary related to

the fields of experience (oral pro d u c t i o n )
• Use high-frequency sentences and vocabulary related to the fields of experience (written pro d u c t i o n )
• Understand simple sentence stru c t u res with verbs in the present, past, and future tenses and vocabulary related to

the fields of experience (oral compre h e n s i o n )
• Understand high-frequency sentences with vocabulary related to the fields of experience (written compre h e n s i o n )

C u l t u re
• Identify concrete elements of francophone culture at the local, regional, and national levels
• Understand present francophone culture, the cultures of one’s own community, and those of other cultural com-

munities in Canada

General language education
• Use prediction, monitoring, and comprehension evaluation strategies
• Use strategies in communication

S o u rce: Va n d e rgrift (1995), in CASLT (1998)


