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Meet the authors





MANUELA COOK


When I look back at my life, I can see how much of what I do now started in my early childhood. Speaking ‘impeccable’ Portuguese was a must at home. My sister and I often devised word quizzes for each other. Our parents used to buy us ‘serious’ books and also cartoons from both Portugal and Brazil, so that we could appreciate the richness and variety of the Portuguese language.


In my adult life, my academic pursuits have been mainly in the area of Linguistics as well as Lusophone Studies, that is, to do with the Portuguese-speaking world. My work in Portuguese language teaching has been a two-way process. I have learned a great deal from my students, at universities and other institutions. Their difficulties and mistakes have given me precious insight into the acquisition of Portuguese as a foreign language. In the light of this I started developing new strategies in the production of learning materials, which I continue to do. I am pleased to be able to share with you the fruits of my experience.




HELENA TOSTEVIN


I have been teaching Portuguese as a foreign language for almost 20 years. It was a career path dictated partially by circumstances, but it has turned into a passion. Other jobs have come and gone, but I cannot give up teaching Portuguese and the enthusiasm for communicating my knowledge of my language to students and watching them develop their linguistic skills is as strong as ever.


I have taught at various institutions, and students of all ages and levels: from beginners to fluent speakers. I have learnt much from them and my contribution to this book is based on their feedback and on the observation of the problems they most frequently encounter.


50 ways to improve your Portuguese is my first foray into book writing. I have been extremely fortunate to be expertly and patiently guided all the way by my very experienced co-author.




1: Only got a minute?


Now see what happened …


It was a public place, at the rush hour. A man was trying to open a door. Behind him, a crowd was gathering, hoping to get through.


From the crowd, voices were telling him what to do. ‘Push!’, he heard. He pushed as hard as he could, but to no avail. Then a lady stepped out to help. She pulled the door open.


She pulled the door open! He couldn’t believe it. Weren’t they all shouting ‘Push!’? The lady explained. What he had heard as ‘push’ was actually puxe, the Portuguese word for pull.


The lady and the foreign visitor then had a good chat. She was a teacher of Portuguese Foreign Language and told him she knew straight away he couldn’t be a native speaker of Portuguese, when she saw he was pushing instead of pulling. She went on telling him about other words that trip learners up.


There are some features of the Portuguese language that tend to be tricky for English-speaking learners simply because they are different from what you are used to. For instance, in Portuguese words for my, our, etc. are not used as much as in English. When you would say ‘I’m going to drink my coffee’, in Portuguese you won’t need to say the word for my, but just o café. If you were going to drink someone else’s coffee (!), then you would be expected to say whose it was.


The foreign visitor was intending to learn Portuguese, once back home. He would need a course book but he thought it would be handy to also have a book about common pitfalls that would help him start on the right foot. So the next thing he did was to buy 50 ways to improve your Portuguese.




5: Only got five minutes?


Then meet Jack and Gill. They wanted to practise the Portuguese they have learned so far, but didn’t pay much attention to detail in the classes they attended and overlooked some features of the language which are different from English. As a result communication was not always successful and resulted in several misunderstandings.


First of all, on arrival in a Portuguese-speaking country, they decided that they wanted something to drink and made for the airport café. The waiter did not immediately understand that Gill wanted a cup of tea as she had pronounced the ‘ch’ of chá the English way instead of the Portuguese way. More embarrassment was to come as Gill then asked for milk, saying, as she would in English, I’ll have some milk. Again the waiter was slightly confused and wondered initially if she was lactating, but since she didn’t have a baby with her, this wasn’t the case and it soon dawned on him that she wanted milk for her tea. The waiter was further challenged by Jack’s request for a cup of coffee when he said, May I have some coffee? Have! Own? Is he asking whether he can buy our café? No, all he wants is a cup of coffee!


Jack and Gill’s blunders didn’t end when they left the café. In fact the first 24 hours of their visit to this Portuguese-speaking country were blighted by misunderstandings and embarrassments despite their good intentions. They could not figure out how to use the ticket dispensing machine in the metro station and found that they couldn’t push the button marked puxe. In fact, it wasn’t a push-button, but something which needed to be pulled and someone in the queue behind them kindly pulled the device out for them.


Their attempts at making small talk with their fellow passengers on the metro train also foundered when Gill attempted to say We can speak Portuguese. She remembered falar Português but was not aware that a literal translation of can would suggest that they were asking for permission to speak the language.


At breakfast in the hotel the next day Jack was asked if he would like a glass of orange juice, but when he heard the word copo he thought he was being offered the juice in a cup. Then it was Gill’s turn to put her foot in it. She asked for marmelada, hoping to get marmalade, but was brought quince paste. What she should have asked for was geleia de laranja.


After breakfast they went out, but there were further embarrassments in store. At a supermarket Jack asked for two buns but he forgot to pronounce the ‘oi’ in dois like ‘o’ in ‘note’ followed by ‘y’ in ‘yes’. The assistant thought he had said doze and began to fill a large bag with twelve buns.


When they arrived at the park with their picnic, they met a couple who were about their age and started making small talk. Gill explained that she was from England and that Jack was from the US. Her actual words were, I have got an American husband, forgetting that um for an was not the best choice in this case and the other couple thought that he was one of many husbands and wanted to know more about her private life. She then went on to explain whereabouts in England she came from, but she used the wrong word for is implying that her home town didn’t have a fixed location. The word she should have used was é from the verb ser.


Thus the conversation didn’t go as well as they hoped, and worse still their efforts to be friendly added insult to injury. Despite implications of polygamy and movable municipalities, Jack explained that they were just pessoas ordinárias ordinary people. He should have said pessoas comuns, but mistakenly believed that this meant common. He had absolutely no idea that pessoas ordinárias meant vulgar people. In the same vein, Gill attempted to make a compliment to the woman about her dress. She meant to say exquisite but was completely oblivious of the fact that esquisito meant strange or weird. A more appropriate word would have been bonito meaning pretty, nice, good taste.


The couple then retreated to a bookshop to see if they could find something that would get their language problems sorted. When the assistant asked them what they were looking for, they could not remember what to use for for. They in fact asked for books written by learners of Portuguese. They should have asked for livros para alunos de português.


Some good, however, did come out of all these blunders. The shop assistant knew exactly what they needed and the couple now have a book which will put them on the right track, namely 50 ways to improve your Portuguese.




10: Only got ten minutes?


Then take a bird’s eye view at blunder prone areas for learners of Portuguese as a foreign language, particularly for those with English as their native or main usage language. Knowing how to spot a pitfall is the best route to ensure you won’t fall into it. And that is what we shall do in this book.


To start with, you will need to pay good attention to the Portuguese sounds and the spellings that represent them. If you wish to ask for a cup of tea – chá – and utter the ‘ch’ as you would have done in English, instead of ‘sh’, the waiter may have difficulty in understanding what you are saying. For nasal sounds, you must keep the distinction between the ‘m’ as in English ‘map’ and its different function in sim for when you mean to say yes. But if what you mean is no!, then don’t overlook the wavy mark, the so-called til – não! You don’t really want your ‘no!’ to sound like ‘now!’ Find out what else you need to look out for.


Marks over or on a letter (that is, diacritics) are not to be ignored. An acute accent over a vowel can make all the difference. Take for instance esta, this one, and está, (it) is. A circumflex accent is equally important. It will differentiate por, by, from pôr, to put. The little tail on the ‘c’, called ‘cedilha’, is not to be underestimated either. You will be surprised what you may be saying, or writing, if you leave it out – louça means crockery, louca means mad, insane.


Ironically, Portuguese words with an English similar counterpart can be tricky to articulate in an intelligible manner. For success, remember to identify which is the right syllable to lay emphasis on. This way people will know you are looking for a restaurante, restaurant, or that you would like to have your passaporte, passport, back.


You will also do well in rehearsing some numbers so there isn’t an embarrassing confusion. This is the case with dois (2), dez (10) and doze (12). Imagine you are buying train or flight tickets just for yourself and your friend. You mean to ask for two, but what you say sounds like ten or twelve. You’ll end up with enough tickets for a whole party!


A different set of sounds, orthographic system and stress pattern can easily trip learners up. Not only will you need to pronounce your Portuguese correctly, but you will also need to decode and use spelling correctly. There is plenty to watch out for in this area.


And this is just the tip of the iceberg. There is more, much more …


English-speaking learners of Portuguese may need to pay particular attention to some grammatical features that do not have an English equivalent. Two major problem areas are nouns (naming words, like man or cupboard) and verbs (words for an action or state of being, like to walk or to be).


It may be pretty obvious that menino (little boy) and homem (man) are masculine nouns while menina (little girl) and mulher (woman) are feminine; or that gato (male cat) is masculine but gata (female cat) is feminine. So far so good! But problems tend to arise with something inanimate, which will also be either masculine or feminine. For grammatical correctness, you will need to know that armário (cupboard) is masculine but cadeira (chair) is feminine. You need to find out what to do.


Further to this, you must not lose track of a number of other words that have to ‘agree’, or match, with the noun, both in gender – masculine or feminine – and number – singular or plural (whether it is one or more). Now things can get really risky! Take for example o armário novo, (the new cupboard), a porta fechada, (the closed door), estas cadeiras (these chairs). Again, you need to find out how to achieve this.


English-speaking students often stumble on some features of Portuguese verbs. There is a tendency to overdo the subject pronoun, but, on the other hand, you will need to make sure you can afford to omit it. When and why will it be better to use or leave out the word for I, eu, in eu caminho (I walk)? You mustn’t forget the required endings – why do you need some additions to você caminha (you walk) when more than one person are meant? Last, but not least, you mustn’t forget to use the right tense and mood (verb form for time and other aspects). When and why will you need to say quando eu caminhar (when I walk) instead of quando eu caminho (when I walk)?


In other words, three hazardous zones in verb inflection are the omission, or not, of the personal pronoun subject; some personal endings; and the correct tense and mood. Here again, the absence of a direct equivalent in the English grammatical system is the main cause behind the difficulties experienced.


Problems can also arise in several other areas. Please bear in mind that the Portuguese word for a/an – um, masculine, and uma, feminine – is equally used for number one. Consequently, if you mean to talk about your partner, husband or wife, you may wish to avoid the English popular construction I have a … A literal translation of I have a Brazilian wife would suggest you have other wives in addition to that one.


There are other popular English renderings that do not translate well into Portuguese. The outcome may range from a slightly confusing to a totally nonsensical statement or question.


The English language uses the possessives (my, your, his, her, etc.) much more than Portuguese. A literal translation of I am going to drink my coffee – … o meu café – may suggest you had contemplated drinking someone else’s.


The English language also uses the verb to have much more than Portuguese. A literal translation of I will have a coffee – ter um café – may suggest something to do with being a café owner.


If you put together these two English favourites – possessives and the verb to have – then you may end up with a rather hilarious and absurd statement. A Portuguese literal translation of I will have my milk – ter o meu leite – said by a woman, may be interpreted as her announcing she is secreting milk, said by a man, it is even more ridiculous!


English-speaking students normally have difficulty with some Portuguese verbs due to a displaced semantic coverage between them and an English verb that covers part of the same meaning but not all. Talking about someone being alegre (happy or cheerful), it may not be easy to discern the difference between ela é alegre – verb ser (to be) – and ela está alegre – verb estar (to be). English can will need to be encoded into Portuguese poder or saber, depending on what is meant. Learners do not always make the right choice when they mean to refer to one’s ability to speak Portuguese – falar Português. And there are further cases where mistakes are frequent.


Prepositions can be rather slippery. Most learners find it hard to distinguish between para and por – Tem um quarto para duas pessoas?, Have you got a room for two people?, Quanto custa por noite?, How much does it cost for a night? Would you have known which to use?


A preposition contracted with another word can be a recipe for disaster. A dictionary may tell you what you are looking at – pelo means a hair – while in fact it means by the because it is a contraction of two words – por + o.


Then there are some sociolinguistic challenges. With their universal you as a general form of address, English-speaking students will have to become acquainted with the subtleties between Portuguese o senhor / a senhora, você and tu. Do you have a clear idea of which to opt for, where and when?
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