Education : How Hollande’s platform policy will affect the coming school year
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[Note from Education Action:Toronto – This article appeared in the French newspaper Le Monde four days after the socialist party candidate François Hollande had won the 2012 election to become President of the French Republic. As expected, a few days later Vincent Peillon was named Minister of Education in the cabinet of the new socialist Prime Minister Jean-Marc Ayrault. A month later in June, a countrywide election of députés to the Assemblée Nationale confirmed a socialist majority in the French lower house, with the result that the Ayrault government under François Hollande can now be assured of getting its legislative programs passed into law. The left already holds a majority in the upper house or Sénat. And Vincent Peillon was confirmed in his appointment as Minister of Education.]

What can be done to give the coming school year a leftish twist, given that it has all been planned by the previous right wing government? That’s the number one problem for the next Minister of Education. And that’s not the only one! Whether Vincent Peillon gets the nod for the job or not, he has, as François Hollande’s education advisor, been working on the priorities for the new minister’s first weeks in office. And at the same time he is laying the groundwork for the more substantive policy development that will take up the summer. You cannot “rethink” our school system any faster than that!

 

Standardized tests
 

They have top priority. From the 21st to the 25th of May, the 750,000 students in CM2 (Grade 6) will be tested on mathematics and French. In his campaign, Hollande promised an end to these highly contentious tests. “The booklets are printed. Teachers are due to receive a 400-euro bonus for administering them. It is too late to cancel them outright. So teachers can use the tests to see how their own students are doing. But we are doing away with any nationwide tabulation of results,” according to a statement to Le Monde by M. Peillon.

 

“We question the value of these tests, the release continues, because they confuse the issue. The aim was to combine an instrument that measured student achievement levels with a tool to monitor the performance of the system. But to monitor the system, you have to look at the evaluation reports from those whose job it is to do them.” This is a much-awaited signal for teachers after years of “political” exploitation of what began as pedagogical aids.

 

So the paragraph on primary school testing will disappear from the new school year’s policy memorandum that had already gone out before the first round of voting on April 22. This document, which outlines the Minister of Education’s priorities, will be rewritten and then re-issued.

 

Testing had also been announced for kindergarten and at the end of the equivalent of Grade 8. It could then be used to stream by ability after Grade 8. Throughout his campaign, Hollande opposed any early streaming in school, with reminders that the collèges (middle schools equivalent to grades 6-9) were meant to be open to all students (without streaming). The new memorandum ought to make this clear.

 

Cutbacks of teachers and educational assistants
 

To mitigate the effects of the 14,000 teaching positions slated for elimination in the coming year, the new minister will retrieve 3,000 candidates who had fallen below the cutoff mark in the elementary school teachers’ exams. The new president had promised to recruit 1,000 teachers as a matter of urgency to breathe some oxygen into priority neighbourhoods. That is planned for the beginning of July after the revision of the budget estimates to pay for them. The same will apply to the 2,000 educational assistants and aids also planned.

 

At the same time, a long-term recruitment program will be launched. A financial aid scheme will allow students who want to become teachers but cannot afford the required five years of post-secondary education to get started. This scheme will take some years to bear fruit, but it is an essential first step if 60,000 new teachers are to be found (as promised over the next five years) and it must be in place by the beginning of the coming school year.

 

Teacher education
 

For every issue, the minister must be attentive to both the short-term fixes urgently needed and the longer-term reforms that the education community is eagerly awaiting. This is true for teacher education. Peillon’s team, which has not been slow to criticize the abolition of pre-service training, is working on a plan to provide newly certified teachers with several hundred hours of training before they enter a class… They are working with the teacher unions “on both pre-service and in-service training for teachers, on the creation of schools of higher education,the curriculum for such training programs and the role and timing of qualifying examinations,” as M. Peillon points out.

 

The school timetable
 

“We shall obviously be discussing changes to the school timetable beginning with the reports commissioned by Luc Chatel (the previous minister) and never implemented. A consensus exists. It is up to us to move ahead with our unions and, of course, the parents,” adds Bruno Juillard, a team member working on teaching policy with respect to a two-week reduction in the summer break.

 

Primary school
 

The summer will also see a start to the rethinking of primary education. “In his campaign, the president emphasized his priority for the primary years. We do not think that simply increasing resources will be enough to improve achievement. But an extra teacher in a school can lead to changes in the ways we teach, and that will be a topic we shall be taking up with our educational partners,” according to a source close to M. Peillon.

 
The common core curriculum
 

At the same time, the new president’s enthusiasm for a common core of knowledge and competencies, to be mastered by every student at the end of middle school (Grade 10), will not prevent us changing the definition of this core. Nor will it stop questions about who should be designing school programs today. “Should we re-establish a National Council for Core Curriculum, and if so, who should sit on it,” wonders Vincent Peillon. A thorny question, to be sure, but no more of a minefield than a rethinking of the teaching profession which will also be on the menu for an action-packed summer.

 
