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Do you have a gift for languages?

Have you ever heard people say that they know someone
who has a gift for languages? What does that mean? Are
some people born with a special ability to learn languages?
How do you know if you have a gift for languages? If you
understood the sentence you just read, then you have a gift
for languages. After all, you have already learned to speak
and understand at least one language well—English.
Everybody is born with a natural ability to learn languages,
but some individuals seem to learn languages more quickly
than others do. This is because, over time, we develop
different learning styles.

The process individuals use to learn languages depends
a great deal on their personality. As with any other process,
such as learning a new computer program or writing a
composition for English class, individuals can attain similar
results, although they approach the task differently. Some
language learners like to plan each step before beginning.
Others prefer to jump in as soon as they know enough to get
started, and continue from there using a hit-or-miss method.
Some language learners like to understand in detail why a
language works the way it does before they try to use it,
whereas others are ready to try speaking as soon as they
know only the most basic rules, making educated guesses
about how to express themselves.

Both methods have advantages and disadvantages.
Some people become so bogged down in details that they
lose sight of their main purpose—communication. Others
pay so little attention to details that what they say is
unintelligible. No matter what sort of learner you are, the
most important part of the language-learning process is to
constantly try to use the language to express yourself.
Always alternate study of vocabulary and structures with
attempts to communicate.

Since you now know that you have a gift for languages,
you might think of the following pages as a user’s manual
that suggests how to use your language-learning capacity to
learn French efficiently. Some of the learning techniques will
work for you, others may not fit your learning style. Read
through the following three sections before beginning your
French studies, and refer to them later to develop the
language-learning process that works best for you.

¢ Goals and expectations: How much French should you
expect to learn in your first year of study and how much
time and effort will be required of you?

e Motivation: How do you motivate yourself to study and
practice the language?

¢ Learning techniques: What are some study tips that will
facilitate learning French?

boals and Expectations

Who can learn a language?

Many people believe that, as an adult, you cannot learn a
language as well as you might have when you were a child.
It is true that children are good language learners, but there
is no reason why adults cannot learn to speak a language
with near-native fluency. Children learn languages well
because they can adapt very easily and they do it willingly.
Being able to adapt is very important in language learning.
Children are not afraid to try something new, and they are
not easily embarrassed if things do not turn out as they
expected. Adults, on the other hand, are often afraid of
doing something wrong or looking ridiculous. Don’t be
afraid to experiment, using what you already know to guess
at how to express yourself in French. It does no harm if you
try to say something and you do not get the expected
response. Just try again.

By the time people become adults, they generally learn
by analyzing, rather than by doing. They have also grown so
accustomed to their own way of doing things that they are
reluctant to change. Similarly, adult language learners often
feel that the way English works is the natural way. They try
to force the language they are learning into the same mold.
In fact, languages work in variety of ways, all equally natural.
Learn to accept that the French way of doing things is just
as natural and valid as the English way.

Another difference in the way that children and adults
learn languages is that children spend a lot more time
focused on what they are doing. When children learn
languages, they spend almost every hour they are awake for
several years doing nothing but learning the language.
Learning to communicate is their principal objective in life.
Most adults, on the other hand, spend just a few hours a
week studying a new language, and during this time they are
often distracted by many other aspects of their lives. In a
classroom setting where small children have contact with a
foreign language for just a few hours per week, children do
not learn better than adults. In fact, adults have several
advantages over children, such as their ability to organize
and their longer attention spans. Your ability to develop
fluency in French depends mainly on three things: the
amount of time you spend with the language, how focused
you are, and how willing you are to try to communicate
using it.

How well will you speak after a year?

Those of you who are new to foreign language study
probably have a variety of ideas about what you will be
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doing in this course. People who become frustrated in
foreign language study generally do so because they start off
with the wrong expectations. Some people begin a foreign
language course with a negative attitude, thinking that it is
impossible to really learn a language without going to a
country where it is spoken. Although it is indeed usually
easier to learn French in a French-speaking region, you can
learn to speak French very fluently here as well. Once again,
it is a question of spending time with the language, while
focusing on how to communicate with it.

There are also some students who begin foreign
language classes with expectations that are too high,
thinking that they will begin speaking French with complete
fluency nearly overnight. Learning a language takes time.
Even after two years of concentrated study, it is reasonable
to have achieved only basic fluency. If you set a goal for
yourself to have everyday conversation skills after your
second year of study, and if you work hard toward this goal,
you will be able to function in most everyday conversation
settings; however, you will still frequently have to look for
words, you will probably still speak in short simple
sentences, and you will often have to use circumlocution to
get your meaning across. In Horizons, you will learn how to
function in the most common situations in which you are
likely to find yourself in a francophone region. To illustrate
how much you will learn during the first few weeks of study,
take out a sheet of paper, and list, in English, the first eight
questions you would probably ask in the following situation:
Before the first day of class, you sit down next to a student
you have never seen before and you begin to chat.

In this situation, students generally ask questions like
the following:

How are you doing?
What'’s your name?
What are you studying?
Where are you from?
Where do you live?/ Do you live on campus?
Do you like it there?
Do you work? Where?
When are you graduating?
This is the extent of the conversation that you have
with many people you will meet, and you will be able to do
this in French after only a few weeks.

How much time and effort must you invest to be a
successful language learner?

There are three P’s involved in learning a language: patience,
practice, and persistence. We have already said that success
in learning a foreign language depends on how much time
you spend studying and practicing it. You might wonder
how time consuming French class will be. The amount of
time required depends on your study skills and attention
span. However, nobody can be successful without devoting
many hours to studying and using the language. Generally,
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to make steady progress at the rate that material is
presented in most college or university classes, you should
expect to spend two to three hours on the language outside
of class, for every hour that you are in class.

What is involved in learning to express yourself in
another language?

Students studying a foreign language for the first time may
have false expectations about what is involved in learning to
speak another language. Many people think that you just
substitute a French word for the equivalent word in English.
Most of the time, you cannot translate word for word from
one language to another. For example, if a French speaker
substituted the equivalent English word for each French
word in the following sentence, it would create a very
unusual sentence.

Nous ne I'avons pas encore fait.
*We not it have not still done.

You might be able to figure out that this sentence means,
“We haven't done it yet,” but sometimes translating word for
word can give a completely wrong meaning. For example, if
you translate the following sentence word for word, you
would think that it has the first meaning that follows it,
whereas it really has the second. This is because the indirect
object pronoun vous (t0) you precedes the verb in French.

Je voudrais vous parler demain, sil vous plait.
*[ would like you to speak tomorrow, if it you pleases.
T would like to speak to you tomorrow, please.

You probably noticed in this last example that one word in
English may be translated by several words in French and
vice versa (voudrais = would like, vous = to you, parler = to
speak, s'il vous plait = please).

Differences in languages are not due simply to a lack of
one-to-one correspondence between words and structures.
Cultural differences also strongly affect how we
communicate. Culture and language are so interrelated that
it is impossible to learn a language fluently without
becoming familiar with the culture(s) where it is spoken. For
example, in French, a cultural difference that affects the
spoken language is that French society is not as informal as
ours. Adults generally do not call each other by their first
names, and the words for sir and madame are used much
more frequently than in English. For example, it is normal
to say Bonjour, monsieur (Hello, sir), whereas English
speakers say, “Hello.”

Cultural differences affect the spoken language and also
nonverbal communication. For instance, when the French
speak to each other, they generally stand closer than we do.
When we are talking to a French-speaker, we may feel that
our space is invaded and back away. The French interpret
this as standoffishness. As you can see, learning to
communicate in French entails a lot more than substituting
French words for English words in a sentence.



