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SUMMARY

A syllabus in the French language
In the spring of 2013, a total of 1,087 pupils from 91 schools participated 
in an assessment of learning outcomes for the A syllabus in the French lan-
guage. The sample represented approximately 90 per cent of pupils who stud-
ied French in accordance with the A syllabus in the ninth grade in 2012–2013. 
Learning outcomes of the Helsinki French-Finnish school were not report-
ed, however; after this deduction, the number of students participating in 
the assessment was 1,023  (85 per cent of the age group). There were 703 
girls and 318 boys in the sample; two pupils did not state his or her gender. 
The majority had Finnish as their mother tongue (95 per cent). Approximate-
ly 70 per cent of the pupils studied in southern Finland, with the majority  
(80 per cent) living in urban municipalities.

The pupils’ French language proficiency was assessed by means of listening 
and reading comprehension and writing assignments. A number of pupils (790) 
were also assessed in spoken language.  The pupils did best in reading com-
prehension and spoken assignments, while writing and listening comprehen-
sion proved more difficult.  

The level of good performance, A2.2 - corresponding to a grade 8 on a scale 
of 4–10 - or higher was attained by 66 per cent of pupils in reading compre-
hension and by 48 per cent in listening comprehension. In productive skills, 
the level of good performance, A2.1 or higher was attained by 56 per cent of 
pupils in spoken and 47 per cent in writing assignments. The level of excellent 
performance (B1.1 or higher) was attained by 46 per cent of pupils in reading 
and six per cent in listening comprehension. In spoken assignments, the level 
of excellent performance (A2.2 or higher) was achieved by 32 per cent and in 
writing assignments by 28 per cent of pupils. 

23 per cent of pupils attained the level of satisfactory performance (A2.1) 
in reading comprehension, whereas in listening comprehension 33 per cent 
reached this level. In productive skills, the level of satisfactory performance 
(A1.3) was attained by 20 per cent of pupils in speaking and 24 per cent 
in writing. The number of pupils with poor performance, deviating at least 
two levels from good performance, was highest  in listening comprehension  
(19 per cent) and writing assignments (18 per cent). In other skills, a poor level 
of performance was shown by 13 per cent of pupils in speaking and 11 per 
cent in reading comprehension.
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The most common proficiency level in reading comprehension was B1.1 cor-
responding to the level of functional basic language proficiency according to 
the scale set out in the National Core Curriculum for Basic Education (2004). 
The most common proficiency level in listening comprehension was A2.2 (de-
veloping basic language proficiency), A2.1 in speaking (initial stage of basic 
language proficiency) and A1.3 in writing  (functional elementary language 
proficiency). Language proficiency at level B1.1 enables pupils to manage in 
various everyday communication situations, while levels A2.1 and A2.2 cover 
basic needs of immediate social interaction. The proficiency level A1.3 is suffi-
cient for limited communication in the most familiar situations. 

The syllabus studied, i.e. whether the pupils studied French in accordance with 
the A1 or A2 syllabus, constituted the strongest background factor affecting 
the students’ performance. Listening comprehension and writing were most 
closely connected to the syllabus studied. In listening comprehension, 64 per 
cent of pupils studying in accordance with the A1 syllabus  achieved the level 
of good performance. Corresponding figure for reading comprehension was  
77 per cent, for writing 66 per cent and speaking 65 per cent. Among pupils 
studying in accordance with the A2 syllabus, a level of good performance was 
attained by 43 per cent in listening comprehension, 62 per cent in reading com-
prehension, 41 per cent in writing and 54 per cent in speaking assignments.   

Other factors influencing pupils’ performance included their parents’ level of 
education and their plans regarding further education. With writing assign-
ments, also the pupil’s gender was a factor. The best results in all skill areas 
were achieved by girls whose parents had passed the matriculation exam-
ination and who were going to apply to general upper secondary education, 
while boys planning to enter  vocational education and training were among 
the poorest performers. In addition, both the time spent on and regular com-
pletion of homework were clearly linked to performance among pupils study-
ing in accordance with the long syllabus in the French language: the best 
results were achieved by those who spent half an hour to one hour on home 
work and nearly always completed their homework.

On average, pupils expressed neutral opinions about their own proficiency, the 
usefulness of the French language and studying of French. More than a half 
of the pupils thought they had poor skills in the French language, however, 
and seven out of ten pupils found French to be a difficult subject. The majority 
of students (80 per cent) thought that the grade they had received in French 
corresponded to their level of proficiency. Slightly less than a half of the pupils 
considered French skills to be important in today’s world and slightly under 
a quarter found them unimportant. Approximately one third of the pupils be-
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lieved they will need French language skills in working life, while more than 
a half said they were unlikely to need French skills in everyday life. Pupils 
also had varying opinions on how enjoyable French was as a subject, and 
how interesting they found the exercises: merely one third of pupils enjoyed 
studying French and slightly more than a fifth found the exercises interesting. 
On average, girls thought French to be more useful than boys and also liked 
French slightly more than boys. With respect to average conceptions of one’s 
own language skills, there were no real differences between girls and boys.

The variation in pupil attainment was largely explained by differences be-
tween schools. In particular, a great deal of variation between schools was 
observed in speaking skills. Distinctions between schools explained the varia-
tion in learning outcomes to the following degrees: 28 per cent in speaking, 21 
per cent in writing, 19 per cent in listening comprehension and 17 per cent in 
reading comprehension.  

In the light of these results, key development needs that are directly linked to 
the students’ language skills involve increasing the practice of listening com-
prehension and writing skills in meaningful contexts. Updated learning mate-
rials suitable for the A syllabus in French (electronic materials in particular), 
use of more versatile working methods during lessons and increasing the use 
of ICT promote the pupils’ opportunities for encountering genuine everyday 
communication situations in a language that is not visible in their everyday 
lives in the same way as English, for example. Pupils should be supported in 
trusting their own language skills and appreciating the usefulness of the French 
language by encouraging them to take advantage of French-language materials 
in their free time, for example on the Internet. In addition, the possibilities for 
providing teaching in accordance with the A syllabus in the French language 
outside the cities in southern Finland should be improved by decreasing group 
sizes for new groups. 

French teachers should be provided with better opportunities to participate in 
training for language skills assessment. Furthermore, one should consider how 
much relative weight should be given to written and spoken language skills as 
the basis for determining grades. 

B syllabus in the French language
A total of 1,210 students from 76 Finnish-speaking and 23 Swedish-speaking 
schools participated in the assessment of learning outcomes for the B syllabus in 
the French language. The sample comprised 909 pupils from Finnish-speaking 
schools and 301 pupils from Swedish-speaking schools, of which 903 were girls 
and 306 boys. The majority had Finnish as their mother tongue (74 per cent).  
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The pupils’ French language proficiency was assessed by means of listening 
and reading comprehension and writing assignments. A number of pupils (944) 
were also assessed in spoken language. The pupils performed best in reading 
comprehension and speaking assignments, followed by writing assignments. 
Listening comprehension was the most challenging skill for the pupils.

In comprehension assignments, all pupils reached the lower target level 
A1.2, set in the National Core Curriculum for Basic Education (2004). In speak-
ing assignments, the lower target level A1.3 was attained by 93 per cent of 
pupils, in writing assignments by 87 per cent of pupils.  In listening compre-
hension, the upper target level or higher was attained by 52 per cent, in reading 
comprehension by 88 per cent,  in speaking assignments by 66 per cent and in 
writing assignments by 61 per cent of pupils. 

One quarter of the pupils attained the level of  excellent performance (A2.1 
or higher) in listening comprehension assignments; in reading comprehension 
this level was attained by 44 per cent of pupils. In productive skills, the level of 
excellent performance (A1.3 or higher) was achieved by 38  per cent of pupils 
in speaking assignments and 35 per cent of pupils in writing assignments. In 
speaking assignments, seven out of a hundred pupils failed to reach the lower 
proficiency level A1.1; in writing assignments 13 pupils remained below this level.  

The most common proficiency level in reading comprehension was A1.3, cor-
responding to the level of functional elementary language proficiency on the 
scale set out in the National Core Curriculum for Basic Education (2004). In lis-
tening comprehension and speaking assignments, the most typical proficiency 
level was A1.2 (developing elementary language proficiency); in writing assign-
ments the levels of A1.1 (first stage of elementary language proficiency) and 
A1.2  (developing elementary language proficiency) were reached by a nearly 
an equal share of pupils respectively. Language skills at levels A1.1–A1.3 en-
able pupils to engage in limited communication in the most familiar situations.  

Background factors most strongly connected to the pupils’ performance were 
their parents’ level of education and the pupils’ plans for further study. The 
parents’ level of education affected performance in reading comprehension 
and speaking assignments the most, followed by performance in writing as-
signments. Girls whose parents had passed the matriculation examination and 
who had applied for general upper secondary education achieved the best re-
sults in all skills. Poorest performance was found among boys who had applied 
for vocational education and training; however, only 14 per cent of students 
studying French in accordance with the B syllabus had applied for vocational 
education and training. In addition, both the time spent on and regular comple-
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tion of homework were clearly linked to performance among pupils studying 
in accordance with the B syllabus in the French language: the best results in all 
skills were achieved by those who spent at least some time on homework (less 
than half an hour) and nearly always completed their homework.

On average, pupils expressed neutral opinions about their own proficiency, 
the usefulness of the French language and studying of French. Nearly a half of 
the pupils thought they had poor skills in the French language, however, and 
six out of ten pupils found French to be a difficult subject. The majority of pu-
pils thought that the grade they had received in French corresponded to their 
level of proficiency. Nearly half of the pupils considered French skills to be 
important in today’s world and slightly under a third found them unimportant. 
Approximately one third of the pupils believed they will need French language 
skills in working life, while 58 per cent said they were unlikely to need French 
skills in everyday life. Pupils’ opinions on how enjoyable French is varied from 
neutral to positive: half of the pupils enjoyed studying French, while a quarter 
had no clear opinion on the matter. Three pupils out of five said French was 
not one of their favorite subjects, and  43 per cent of pupils found exercises in 
French uninteresting.  On average, girls differed from boys in thinking French 
to be more useful and in liking French slightly more. With respect to average 
conceptions of one’s own language skills, there were no real differences be-
tween girls and boys.

The variation in pupil attainment was largely explained by differences be-
tween schools. In particular, a great deal of variation between schools was 
observed in speaking skills. Distinctions between schools explained the varia-
tion in learning outcomes to the following degrees: 38 per cent in speaking, 22 
per cent in listening comprehension, 19 per cent in writing  and 14 per cent in 
reading comprehension. 

In the light of these results, key development needs that are directly linked to 
the students’ language skills involve increasing the practice of listening skills in 
meaningful contexts and integrating this to other skills. Improving the diversity 
of learning materials, suitable especially for the B syllabus in French (electronic 
materials in particular), using more versatile working methods during lessons 
and increasing the use of ICT will promote the pupils’ opportunities for en-
countering genuine everyday communication situations in a language that is 
not visible in their everyday lives in the same way as English, for example. Pu-
pils should be supported in trusting their own language skills and appreciating 
the usefulness of the French language by encouraging them to take advantage 
of French-language materials on the Internet in their free time, for example. In 
addition, the possibilities for providing teaching in accordance with the B syl-
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labus in the French language outside the cities in southern Finland should be 
improved by decreasing group sizes for new groups. French studied according 
to the B syllabus should have only one target level linked to grade 8, as is the 
case with the A syllabi in foreign languages. 




