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Meet the authors


Marie-Jo Morelle


Born and educated in France, I arrived in England in my twenties. As the eldest of five siblings, I always had an interest in making learning a stimulating and fun experience. In the early years, I wanted to bring my family and friends to whatever level of competence I had reached and then, later in my teaching, to make language an instant and useful tool of communication. My father encouraged me to study law and I had a passion for philosophy and psychology: I happily merged all of this into teaching. Constantly re-evaluating language, its role and meaning in society, I adapt my teaching methods to make them more effective in a changing world. My interest in cultural differences was born from my efforts to understand why and how ideologies change in any society. Teaching and researching have helped me value communication above grammar, restoring communication to its original purpose.


Lorna Wright


‘Definitely not a teacher’ was what I trotted out to anyone who wanted to know what I was going to do when I grew up. It just didn’t sound exciting enough, and had a dull, predictable quality about it which didn’t appeal in the least. But, by a circuitous route, it is what I have discovered I love doing, and exciting is what it has turned out to be.


My first job in a nursery school in Bordeaux, inventing action games in English for lively toddlers, was the first step in understanding that having fun is a key element in the learning process. This is just as true for the adults I teach today as it was for those young learners in the past, albeit through an involvement which is more cerebral and less physical! I hope that the light-hearted approach of this book will help you, the reader, to speak better French and enjoy it.





1: Only got a minute?



     The French language



French language and culture are recognized worldwide. French is currently spoken by about 80 million people as a first language, by 190 million as a second language, and by another 200 million people as an acquired foreign language.


A lot of its vocabulary is recognizable by English speakers, whose language shares a similar history. As a descendant of the Latin language of the Roman Empire, the development of the French language was also influenced by the native Celtic languages of Roman Gaul and by the Germanic languages. An early form of the French language was brought to England by the Normans after the conquest of England in 1066.


English and French share a growing common vocabulary, e.g. le club, le hamburger, dispatcher and le planning (a schedule). But such similarities can lead to problems since French pronunciation and ways of putting sentences together follow patterns particular, some may say peculiar, to French. There are, however, significant differences, e.g. nouns in French are grouped into two major categories – masculine (un) and feminine (une), and word endings, which in French are not always pronounced. The list of potential pitfalls is long and needs to be addressed in the early stages of learning.


This is not a standard grammar book which tells you everything about the workings of the language. It focuses instead on the recurrent challenges with which you as a beginner, intermediate or even quite advanced student are faced. We have exposed 50 common mistakes, shown you the funny side of some of them, and have explained in simple terms why they are incorrect and how to put them right.





5: Only got five minutes?



The French language


French is spoken by over 400 million people across the world.


As a descendant of the Latin language of the Roman Empire, the development of the French language was also influenced by the native Celtic languages of Roman Gaul and by the Germanic languages of the post-Roman Frankish invaders. This explains why so many words are recognizable by English speakers whose language shares a similar history, although the Latin influence is stronger in French. With social usage, some words originating from the Latin language have followed differing paths and their original meanings have changed. Apparently similar words can have divergent meanings, e.g. biologique, which can mean either biological or organic.


Within Europe, French used to be the language spoken by the elite. On today’s world stage, thanks to Monsieur de Coubertin, considered the instigator of the Modern Olympic Movement, it has retained some of its status as one of the official languages for the Olympics and, together with English, it is still used in all NATO communications.


The French language is also evident in artistic discourse: literature, philosophy, painting, architecture, dance, theatre, fashion and cinema. Cookery books are full of French expressions and the world still values the high quality of some French wines. French is also a language which has inspired ideas, emotions and revolutions, and this is probably why it has been associated with love and romance.


French pronunciation and ways of putting sentences together follow patterns particular, some may say peculiar, to the language. It also has constructions and vocabulary which are appropriate in some situations and not in others. The same is true in English. For example, in English when people write a formal letter, they carefully select conventional words and constructions which they organize in a standard manner. When they talk to friends, they use informal language to engage in more relaxed and spontaneous communication and are less attentive to the form of what they are saying; they are also inclined to include slang and colloquial expressions. It is important to be aware that, unlike in English, there is a correct and standard form of informal French. Using tu, for example, is not impolite or casual when used appropriately.


This is not a standard grammar book which tells you everything possible about the workings of the language – usually more than you want, or need, to know in the early stages of learning. It is intended to be the accessible guide you have been waiting for. It focuses on the recurrent challenges with which you as a beginner, intermediate or even quite advanced student are faced, and explains how to avoid making common errors. In order to bring to life some of the mistakes, language has been used in a variety of useful contexts.


If you are thinking of improving your French, or have decided to give the language another go, you are making the right choice in buying this book.




10: Only got ten minutes?


The French language


France is one of the most visited countries in the world. Its varied landscape, the beauty of its coastline, its colourful seasons, the charms of its old cities and the pace of life in its rural areas have all made France an attractive place to spend a holiday. For the last few decades, many British people have even decided to change their life and move to France, embracing both language and culture. An increasing number of adults are now learning French in order to integrate themselves better into their newly adopted community. Others find themselves thrust into a French working environment when their companies move or become multinational.


At the beginning of the twenty-first century France is still a largely rural country, with an even spread of population. Of course, historic cities (les villes historiques) and conurbations exist. Beyond them spreads spacious countryside (la campagne), not overcrowded but rarely deserted. The layout of the fields (les champs), the pattern of crops (les cultures) and woodlands (les bois), the grouping of the population in hamlets (les hameaux), villages (les villages) and towns (les villes), the local culinary specialities (la cuisine régionale), the local dialects (le ch’ti) and accents, all combine to proclaim the individuality of the many localities (les pays) which themselves contribute to the identity of the larger region and ultimately to the national identity. The country we see today has been created over the centuries by its inhabitants (les habitants), whose collective understanding and exploitation of the places (les endroits) they live in is expressed in every detail of the local landscape (le paysage). The capital (la capitale), Paris, is still considered as the political and cultural centre of France despite recent efforts to give regions more power (la décentralisation).


The diversity of France means that there isn’t one single language common to and spoken by all French people without variation. As well as regional and cultural language differences, the French are also inclined to use slang and colloquial expressions to enrich their speech. All languages have constructions and vocabulary which are appropriate in some situations and not in others. For example, in English when we write formal letters, we carefully choose words and select conventional constructions which we then organize in a standard manner. When talking to friends, however, people use informal language to engage in more relaxed and spontaneous communication and are less attentive to the form of what they are saying; they often include slang and colloquial expressions in informal conversation. It is important to be aware that, unlike in English, there is a correct and standard form of informal French. Tu is not impolite or casual when used appropriately.


This book does not comment on regional particularities and accents found in France. Its authors have focused on what they consider to be the standard language, spoken and understood by most.


Learning any language cannot be dissociated from an appreciation of the culture of the country in which the language was born. Languages are the result of many years of historical change, both evolutionary and revolutionary. These changes affect the way we think about our world and are reflected in the ever-changing language we speak; French is no exception. As Raymond Williams wrote in 1976, words have been formed, altered, redefined, influenced, modified, confused and reinforced as the historical contexts in which they were applied have changed, to give us their current meaning and significance.


The emergence of new words is the result of such shifts. Recent globalization of not only economic principles but also of popular culture disseminated through the media has shaken traditional values deeply rooted in French ideology, behaviour and language. French is now heavily influenced by English and American cultures through music, technology, fashion, cinema and business practices, for example. English is becoming more and more visible in the language of the written press and on television. However, such transformation does not happen randomly. Newly formed language follows familiar rules of pronunciation and syntax, and is absorbed and embraced. English, although infiltrating and influencing the French language, does not in any way replace it. It is, therefore, important to understand and apply the good practice outlined in this book.


This is not a standard manual of grammar which tells you everything you could possibly wish to know about the workings of the French language – usually more than you want, or need, to know in the early stages of learning. It is intended as a handy, accessible guide to improve your ability to communicate using modern and authentic French. It highlights the recurrent mistakes which you as a beginner, intermediate or even quite advanced student are inclined to make, and explains how to avoid making them. In order to bring to life some of the mistakes, language has been used in a variety of useful contexts.




How to use this book


50 way to improve your French is not a series of lectures delivered by a stern, straight-backed academic standing at the blackboard, chalk in hand, imparting every possible detail about the workings of the French language – more than you may want, or need, to know in the early stages of learning. Instead, the intention of this book is to guide you through the linguistic fog which can envelop the student of a foreign language. It focuses on the real challenges with which you as a beginner, intermediate or even advanced student are faced, and tells you in simple terms what you can do to avoid making common mistakes in the future.


Do not feel that you are the only person who struggles to get the hang of the finer points of French; this is certainly not the case. Most errors are common to the majority of students and you, as you work through these pages, will come to understand and be able to avoid these mistakes. Making mistakes is part of the learning process, but if you confront them before they become entrenched it will be easier for you to make the necessary changes. The guide will help your language – and with it your confidence – to improve dramatically as a result.


The book consists of 50 short sections. Each one tackles a common mistake in pronunciation, structure or vocabulary. It presents the common mistake and gives the correct solution, often highlighting the fact that what ‘feels right’ for a speaker of English creates a trail of false hope and leads to mistakes that no native speaker would ever make or understand. Explanations are in plain English and use a minimum of grammatical terms; the few which are used are explained in the glossary. All examples used to illustrate a point are given in French with an English translation. The authors’ insight boxes contain handy hints which may help you to keep the problem in perspective and remember the solution.


Whenever you encounter a problem, or perhaps when you’re feeling a bit uncertain about a new situation, browse through the index and then read the relevant section of the book. You will understand why and where you are going wrong, and eventually you will find yourself automatically getting it right. It will have become second nature and you will have become a more natural, confident and fluent communicator in French.


You may find it helpful to follow this link: www.teachyourself.com. Here you will find a recording demonstrating some of the pronunciation mistakes highlighted in this book, a set of multiple choice questions to help you practise some of the language, as well as a set of informative articles about language and culture in France.





Sounding right


You may find it helpful to follow this link: www.teachyourself.com Here you will find a recording demonstrating some of the pronunciation mistakes highlighted in this section, and guidance to avoid making them.
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1 Vowel problems


In French, as in English, the mispronunciation of vowels (‘a’, ‘e’, ‘i’, ‘o’, ‘u’ and ‘y’) can be a source of communication problems. Note that in French the letter ‘y’ is considered a vowel, not a consonant, as it is called ‘i grec’ (Greek ‘i’).


Have you ever asked for a chicken (poule) when you meant a jumper (pull), or have talked about hair (cheveux) when you meant horses (chevaux)?




• The sound ‘au’ is different from the sound ‘eu’.


• The sound ‘ou’ is different from the sound ‘u’.





DON’T CONFUSE ‘AU’ AND ‘EU’






	
J’ai des chevaux courts. (sounds like ‘shevoh’)

	I have short horses.






	
J’ai des cheveux courts. (sounds like ‘sheveu’ with the ‘u’ of ‘fur’)?

	I have short hair.






	
Est-il seul ? (‘eu’ sounds like the ‘u’ of ‘fur’) ?

	Is he alone?






	
C’est un saule ? (sounds like the ‘o’ in ‘solo’) ?

	Is it a willow?







THE ‘OU’ AND ‘U’ PROBLEM


‘Sur’ on or ‘sous’ under?


The sentences Le sac est sur la table (The bag is on the table) and Le sac est sous (sounds like ‘soo’) la table (The bag is under the table) are completely different. Where people expect to find the bag will depend on how well you pronounce sur or sous!


The sound ‘u’ does not exist in the English phonetic system. You have to create it in your mind. It does not give an ‘oo’ sound; it is more like the ‘u’ in ‘Hugh’ as you make a round shape with your mouth and you push your lips forward as if you were giving a kiss to someone.


le pullover (sounds like ‘peullover’) [image: image]


Now look at the following pairs of words and see how care must be taken to pronounce each word correctly.






	
la bûche (û as in ‘Hugh’)

	log






	
la bouche (‘booche’)

	mouth






	
le bourreau (‘booro’ as in ‘solo’)

	torturer, executioner






	
le bureau (u as in ‘Hugh’)

	office, desk






	
le cul (u as in ‘Hugh’)

	arse






	
le cou (‘coo’)

	neck






	
la roue (‘roo’)

	wheel






	
la rue (u as in ‘Hugh’)

	street






	
elle est russe (u as in ‘Hugh’)

	she is Russian






	
elle est rousse (‘roose’)

	she is red-headed






	
mes meilleurs vœux (œux as in ‘fur’)

	my best wishes






	
mon meilleur veau (eau as in ‘solo’)

	my best veal






	
un sac à deux (eux as in ‘fur’)

	one bag carried by two people






	
un sac à dos (o as in ‘solo’)

	a backpack










Insight


The French sounds ‘an’ and ‘on’, which are very similar, may also create problems. Take care to distinguish between:








	Il arrive, con !

	He is on his way, you idiot!






	Il arrive quand ?

	When does he arrive?













For help with the pronunciation of these vowel sounds in French, you may find it useful to listen to examples on the online recording which can be found following this link: www.teachyourself.com You may also find the section ‘Simplified sound system’ at the back of this book helpful (see page 138).





 



2 Consonant problems


In French the mispronunciation of the consonants ‘c’, ‘g’, ‘h’, ‘j’, ‘q’ and ‘w’, and spelling errors, can lead to misunderstandings – some just humorous and others particularly unfortunate!


PROBLEMS WITH ‘S’ AND ‘SS’: SOFT OR HARD?


In a restaurant, asking for poison (poison) or désert (desert) with a ‘z’ sound (as in ‘zoo’), instead of poisson (fish) or dessert (dessert) with an ‘s’ sound (as in ‘super’), are easily made mistakes but ones which will be met with obvious surprise!


[image: image]


Another classic mistake is made when confusing baiser (‘z’ sound, to kiss, or the slang for to make love) with baisser (‘s’ sound, to lower or to unwind).






	Il a baisé la vitre. ×

	






	Il a baissé la vitre. [image: image]

	He lowered the window.






	J’ai casé la voiture. ×

	






	J’ai cassé la voiture. [image: image]

	I have broken the car.







La casse (with an ‘s’ sound) means breakage, but la case (pronounced with a ‘z’ sound) means hut or cabin.






	Il a mis sa voiture à la casse. ×

	






	Il a mis sa voiture à la case. [image: image]

	He put his car in the hut.
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