The Shadow of the Enlightenment

French Language Acquisition Tips

From Susan Fiksdal

· There is NOTHING more important than practicing your French everyday! (Seven days a week.) Review the work you did in class. Talk to yourself in French, read sections of your text out loud.  Memorize a sentence, a phrase, a poem.  Question yourself, look up the vocabulary in your dictionary, the grammar in your textbook.  

· Learn to use your text and reference books!  Look at them from front to back. Your dictionary includes more information than just words—look it over.  Practice looking up words. Try finding the definition of a word in French, then look at the English translation of the French terms listed to see which is actually the best choice.  Later, when you want to research a particular point, your familiarity with your text and reference books will help you be more successful and quicker.

· Memorize every day.  You will need to memorize vocabulary, of course, but be sure to put words into context, memorizing sentences that seem useful, brief conversations, descriptions of people, short anecdotes.  

· Actively listening to fluently spoken French is one of the most important activities you can do.  Active listening means you’re listening for the gist of what the speaker is saying, rather than focusing on each word.  Work with your CD or the videotape of a film, and repeat the segment over and over until you’re sure you’ve got the main point. Then, if you have time, listen for the structure—how is the sentence or phrase constructed? 

· Here are some tips for learning vocabulary: put labels for vocabulary terms all around your room or apartment (le miroir, la fenêtre, les serviettes); on a piece of paper, list your new vocabulary words in a column with the corresponding English translation in a separate column. Practice covering up the English and guessing the meaning, then cover up the English and practice translating into French.  Make your own vocabulary cards. Always include le or la (the gender) if the word is a noun, and the infinitive and conjugation if it is a verb.  For words that seem particularly hard to remember, try mnemonic devices:  what does it sound like, how many syllables can you tap out, can you break it into parts (morphemes) and remember those?  

· Learn phrases to get your point across even if you don’t have le mot juste (the exact word). For example, C’est un synonyme de…; C’est quelqu’un qui…; C’est un objet qu’on utilise pour… The French admire those who can extricate themselves from difficult situations and they have a word for it: se débrouiller.  So, débrouillez-vous!

· In any language, there will be surprises. The pleasant surprise of learning French is the huge number of cognates.  That’s because the Norman French conquered England in 1066 and remained 400 years.  As a result, the English language has over 10,000 borrowed French words.  Some of these may be new to you, so you will actually ameliorate your English vocabulary in the process of learning French!  (If you don’t know the word ameliorate, that’s one example.)

· The other major surprise is that you cannot simply translate a sentence word by word from English into French and produce acceptable French.  First, there are structural differences. For example, most adjectives follow the noun, there is a double negative in French, and gender marks nouns (le, la, un, une). Second, the French may use a different expression than we use in English.  For example, if someone calls us from another room, we might say, I’m coming!  However, in French, we would say, J’arrive!  Finally, there are differences in how we might respond in French that have to do with sociolinguistic practices.  These are unconscious for you when you speak English, if it is your native language, but they suddenly become conscious if someone asks you what to say in a given situation.  Think about the many ways you might say hello given the person you are speaking to, the situation, location, other people who might be with you or the other person, etc.

· Consider what kind of learner you are.  Do you learn primarily by reading and writing or do you listen and remember?  Capitalize on your strengths, but work on learning in other modalities.  

· Language learning involves taking risks.  You probably know already you will make mistakes, you will not be as articulate as you are in your native language, you will feel frustration.  It is important to recognize that interacting through language is one of the most powerful ways that we establish our identities.  Some of your feelings, then, have to do with who you are and not just the learning situation.  You have the opportunity, as you learn French, to develop a new identity—a French identity.  Seize the opportunity! Let that identity be a risk taker.  Imagine yourself in a community of learners that accepts mistakes as a matter of course, that is open to guessing, open to all styles of learning.  If we all imagine this community, it will form.

· Why are you learning French?  Reflect on what motivates you, and keep that in sight.  Learning French has lots of rewards: insights into other cultures and your own; the thrill of deciphering sentences that were once incomprehensible; a world of literature, art, history, science; a new ability to communicate with people in the francophone world without asking, parlez-vous anglais?
