Approaching an unknown
language without anxiety

o

thanks to plurilingual discovery

by Catherine Amdmem
md]odo Barats

Training methodologies

This article describes the approach adopted by a
group of instructors from languedoc-Roussillon
{France), who have been experimenting with a new
method of language leaming called plurilingualism,
based on work done by two academics. The objective
is to give people confidence in approaching 2 new
foreign language, whether theiratm is simply mutual
understanding or using the method asa launch-pad
for a future learning process. The authors distuss
two experiments in training French applicants for
EW3 { Furopean Woluntary Service under the Furopean
Union's Youth Programme] in Romance language
countries, They describe the methodaological choices
made and the teaching tools used (developed by the
group at the research stage). The results of these
experiments lead the authers to envisge broader
application of the method,

Introduction

How can the still wellestablished tradiion of training
a polyglot elite be abandened and conditions be
introduced so that all Buropeans can open up to new
nguages throughout their lives? This concern also
exists in the field of international activities. Project
managers, youth leaders and young people themselves
often encounter linguistic difficulties. Having to
contend with an unkmown langnage may be 2 barrier
to mobility (exchanges, EVS, etc). Simultaneous,
comparative discovery of a number of languages in
the smme family can be a good way of overcoming
the problem, That is the challenge discussed here,

The method desaribed in this artide is based toa large
extent on German and French academics' work on
plutilingualism (FumComBom and Biromd - see the
appendiz), which Catherine Amélineau (a mass edumtion
and youth policy adviserat the Montpellier regional and
departement Directorate for Youth and Sport), in
co-operation with Catherine Ballin of Peuple et Culture
- languedoc-Foussillon, propossd adapting to farget
groups and activities in the youth and mass education
sertors. Following research activities in the field of
international exrhanges and languages in 1699 and
2000 with eight instructors, we mn two experimental
training courses (in 2001 and 2008), beth pritarily aitned

at phrilingual diszovery of the Rorance Bnguages.

WE: The exarples ctedbdow (nitalics) are drasm framthose
experirnents We define the tern "plurilinmualisn’ as
sirmltmenis cantact with severd lmgiages for leaning and
training prposes (il “rodtilingiaist which referstothe
coexigence of 3 rurnber of different languages, for maance
within the same coumiry).

The main objective was to facilitate mutual understan-
ding, which can ke summed up as: "I write or speak to

you in my language, you reply in your language, and we
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understand each other." We adopted the fllowing
Framewetl for our theoretical and practical weods:
Target group: primarily people with no proficiency
ina language other than their mother tongue or who
acquired 2 language long ago but have not had cocasion
to use it since leaving school,

Main objective: acquisition of partial foreign language
sheills, with initial erphasis on reading comprehension,
and possibly later partial ol comprehension.,
Chosen languages: Spanish, Ialian and Portuguese,
With the practical methods already developed, the
conceptual tocls at our disposal related to languages
in the Rotnance family (ie. derived from latin), in
particular the above three, Further reasons for this
choice were the closeness of the countries concemed
and the existing intemational links. We also considered
itappropriate to highlight communication languages
other than Bnglish with a view to Furopean
exhanges, in particular with the latin countries.
Testing ground: we considered that trining French
young people having applied for EVS offered the
best trial condiions, such as strong motivation to
acquire kmowledge of the host country's language
and culture and the possibility of immediately putting
foreign language skills into practice,

I Method

4 - Fostering and experimenting certain attitudes
) - Realising that we already knowa lot

- Our native language is a basic vehicle for learning
any other related language.

- People may already have had cccasion to rub
shoulders with other cultures (family members,
childminders, friends, travel, lengthy periods
spent abroad and so on).

- They may also have studied one or two other
languages at school,

- Some people, such as members of immigrant
comnunities or children of mixed marriages, may

already ke bilingual.

) - First convincing ourselves that we @n understand

Ewawiple: Proposing veading watericl i
Rowewdcpe wipht seem strange. Yat, ofter
Jour days' plrilingual discovery ouv
volnieors got to grips with @ Rowenian
newspaper article withoul asking any
giestions and urdarstood virtwally eventhing.

- Opening cur ears and minds

- Farniliarising oneself with the sme language spoken
with different accents males it po ssble to gaina better
cormand of the hnguage's basics without being
"caught out" by specific accents.



For someone who already understand s Spanish, one way of
being less destabilised by a Portuguese accent is to eliminate
almost all the "che" sounds sothat it is easier to distingnish
famuliar words.

Bample: To train volunteers not to become used to only
ofie protunciation, we atranged for people with different
accents to read the texts of the exercises. We also invited
young foreigners living in France totalk to the trminees, aw
a film in the criginal language, and so on.

- It isnot berause cur mother tongue accustoms us to cettain
thirgs, that they are necessarily best. Itisimportant that we
should also be able to appreciate certain foreign turns of
phrase or sounds that we may find more expressive than
those used in our own language.

- Using different gateways

This means being aware that there is never only oneappmach
to understanding and speaking another langnage and
experiencing another culture, depending on cur individual
backgrounds and the lmowledge - even nonlinguistic - we
hawve already acquired,

- & leamercentred appmach

The method isbased on cognitivist or constructivist theory.
learners enhance their lnowledge themselves by comparing
and pocling experience with their peers. The instrctor is
more a “facilitator” or a resource person, (Editor's note:
Readers might be interested in following up on the subject
of methodology by referring to Miguel-Angel Garcia Lopez's
article in this edition of Coyote).

Dxamples: Fnowledge acguired duving o days
worke &5 “apitalsed” by the trainess themsalves and
validated by the instructors (on wall pesters), for
wse throughout the raping course. Paper copies of
all exevcizes, wheather oval orwwitter, are distributed
to all participants at the end of the exercise.

- The posdhility of smulanecusly discovering, and compa-
ting, three foreign anguages, using one's native tongue as
an aid to understanding

Burope has many languages, and it goes without saying that
a language cannot be learned in three days. That is why the
recommended method focuses on several languages at
otice and is primarily 2 heuristic one, It shows that:

- kmowledge of one language can be put to good use in
approaching another. For instance, the fact that differences
from the mother tongue (in grammar, syntaz accentuation,
ete.) have already been identified when learning a first foreign
language can mean that the learner islessat sea with another
foreign language, particularly where the hnguages belong
to the mme family;

- it is easier than one might think to approach several
languagesat once, resulting in time-mvings;

-wie becomme more open-minded if we do not confine cursslves
to discoveting a single hnguage.

We noted that, with a change of attitude, it was possible to
etvisage using Italian as an aid to understanding Spanish,
through both the similarities and the differences between
the two languages (systematic identification of plurals, doubling
of letters more frequent in Italian than in 3panish, etc.),
rather than perceiving kmowledge of Ialian as a potential
hindrance,

- The method is first and foremost aimed at general
understanding of a written text

Understanding a foreign linguage is normally easier than
making a productive effort in that language. Since the obiective
is mutual understanding, it is enough to concentrate on
receptive competence alone, without obliging students to
write or speak the foreign linguage.

Furthermore, as the aim is merely to understand the general
drift of a decument or dialogue, there is no systemnatic, detailed
translation of texts, and we advise against using dictionaries

Reading understanding is often easier than oral understanding,
since an accent may add to leamers' difficulies (although
pronunciation may sometimes be the key to undersanding
meaning). Learners also need far less time to think things
through when confronted with a written test.

- A method drawing on the close links between language
and culture

language must be separated from its system as such, since
itisan ideal means of appreaching culture,

- It is all the easier to grasp specific features of 2 language
when we are given a cultural explanation for them, For
example, the names of the days of the week or of months
and polite forms of address (such as use of " and "vous"
in French) may have their origins in tradition, temperament
or a way of life.

- Diszovering 2 language is also possble through cultiral
experience (king an interest in a country's musis, cuisine,
filmsand sc on). Someone who habitually listens to foreign
songs will, for instance, assimilate certain expressions (often
phonetically) and will thereby acquire keys to understanding
the language.

We required curinstructors not only to speak the languages
of the countries concerned, butalso to have lived in one of
those countries for a sufficient length of time, The team
accordingly included an instructor of Portugnese origin,
who also knew 3pain, and one from Argentina, who had
formerly been a volunteer in ltaly. They were present
througheout the training course, The volunteers stressed the
benefits of this in their appraisals of the course, since it

meant they could obtain immediate answers to any questions
they might have,

- A prodmmersion method

The aim is to make leamers "greedy to know!, without
having to concern themselves with the language's structure
{graraemar, vecabulary, syntx) fom the outset. All the work
theydo toentich their lmowledge isbased on an immersion
process. We believe that this makes learners capable of
subsequently drawing on their knowledge according to
their needs and the situations they encounter abroad and,
thereby, adapting to the language and culture of the country

i question,

- Use of the "sieving" technique devised by Fure ComBom

(We refer here to the "sieves" described in Appendix 1)
[Editor's note: A sieve is basically a tool for separating big
bits from little bits —in the kitchen you use it for maling
sure that the flour you use isas fineas possible; in the garden
a sieve can be used for separating soil from stones,



Here the sieve isused asa metaphor, showing how to identify
different elements of a langua ge.]

This technique allows 2 systematic approach toa text in a
foreign langua ge.

- To begin with, universally recognised words are identified
{cf the first seve).

- Then we extract what the text has in common with other
kmown languages - similarities in syntax and vocabulary (cf.
the second and fifth deves).

- We also sten to rerordings of all written texts, so as to
identify phono-graphic comrespondences (sounds, pronun-
clation, spellings), and ensure that the most fequent of
these are assimilated (of the third and fourth sieves).

- Likewise identification of similarifies, spotting differences
between languages (suflizes, prefies, link words, etc.) isa
valuable exercise, since it provides essential clues to
understanding meaning (the sbthand sevenths seves, plus
the "minipottraits” of languages).

NE: The method does not seek to cover everything, Where
a clue identified helps to understand meaning in the majority
of cases, that is encugh for it to be accepted, even where
exceptions exst,

- Daily "reformulation” as 2 means of bullding lmowdedge

Knowledge extracted from the course work is pooled every
evening and copied onto large sheets of paperthat are posted
on the walls and remain on display throughout the traning
course, The following kinds of knowledge are picked out:
- cultural knowledge (cf. the first and second seves),
- lexiral and motphological kncwledge

{cf. the sixth and seventh sieves),
- grammatical and syntactic knowledge (cof the fifth sieve),
- pheonetic knowledge and phono-grphic relations

{cf. the third and fourth sieves).

This assessment process makes it possible not only to high-
light knowledge already acquired, but also regularly to refer
backto it. In this way, a sort of "survival kit" is gradually put

topether,
- Wiewing trialand-error as something positive

We believe that making mistakes is part and parcel of the
learning process. 4n intellgent effort may still resultin an
error - it is only essential that learners be encouraged to cor-
rect their mistakes themselves, thereby increasing their
awareness. We think there is a need to eliminate fear of

error, which often holds people back from taking the leap
of making contact with 2 new language.

II The product as it stands at present

We have devised exercises, corresponding to six levels of
progress, the main aim of which is to make learning fun,
They encoutage observation and comparison and are designed
to give the impression thatleaming iseasy. The comprehension
exercises (reading and oral) are based on BurcComBom's
seven sieves. They come with pedagogical information sheets.

All of the exercises are recorded on an audio CO, so that
learners can link the written and oral versions of all the texts
or documents on which they work, The recordings also
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offer an oppottunity to hear different pronunciations (at
least three different voices are used for the recordings in
each langnage).

It is naturally very impottant not to use the exemises on
their owm, but conly as part of the recommended method
with its chosen methodelogical and pedagogical approaches.

- Typical training course

A five-day course combining discovery of three languages,
intercultural aspects and everything to do with EVS. By
rraling language discovery the backbone of the training course,
we went beyond the specifications we had been given,

- Appraisl tools

Apart from the traditional means of appraisal, we have devised
two types of appraisal specifially designed to assess langnage
preficiency, In particular, we propose an appraisal after one
month's EV3 experience in the host country. The instructors
contact volunteers by phone and, speaking in the host
country's langnage, ask them to answer questions on their
lingnistic integration.

When appraising the volunteers who attended the training
course in April 2002 we noted that the majority of them had
made use of the techniques they learned during training,
Even those who initially had no knowledge of the host
country's langnage were able to undersand the questions.
Others, who had been somewhat sceptical about the
method, since they already spoke Spanish and were doing
EV3 in Barcelona, stated that they found Catzlan easer to
understand than they would have thought.

1 Prospects

The method was initially conceived and produced for a
target group with kttle mowledge of foreign languages.
However, during our two trial training courses, given the
recruitment conditions, we were obliged to accept trainees
with different levels of anguage proficiency. Despite these
disparifies, the method worked well thanks to cur instructors,
who succeeded in adapting it. We consider it preferable to
avcid such nonuniform gmoups of trinees, Nonetheless,
the method can be adapted to different target groups (in
terms of speed of progress, the number of languages chasen,
the emphasis placed on oml comprehension, etc).

We now wish to test this type of plusilingual discovery
approach with a group sclely made up of dismdvantaged
young people (such as those targeted by short-term EVE).
With cur appreach it should ke possible to motivate and
mtisdy young people in this category, known to be against
formal leaming experiences, which for them are sometimes
a retninder of past failure,

We intend to invite some partner foreign instructors to
partidpate ina future training course for French EVS volunteers,
so they can adopt and adapt the method for use in their
homme countries. Establishing a network of pecple applying



the method in the Romance language countries would be a
means of further developing it. It is not possible to trander
the methed as it stand s berause it was designed for French-
speakers, but it can nonetheless be adapted for use with
ancther mather tongue as "bridge language".

We also think that cur approach, like that of BiroComBom
(see dppendix 1), can be extended to languages other than
those used in our experiments, and to the Germanic and
Slav language families.

(ur ohiective now is to implement the plunlingual discove-
ry approach even with languages that are not related. The
method's strength in fact lies in the open-mindedness and
change of attitude it brings about,

The method could bring advantages in cther contexts such as

- youth exchanges, when preparing groups for contact with
their partners' language or for linguistic workshops during
exchange visits or international youth camps;

- training youth leaders, who often state that they experience
lingnistic difficulties, more so in fact than young people;

- training of mentors or persons responsible for monitcring
the linguistic aspects of young volunteers' activities {in the
context of EV3).

APPENDIX
Summay of the FuroGomE om sieves

Stezmann a1d Elein bt ther theory on the'bas of saren seres, oomresponding
o a gradial process of dedndion of memning and identification of keys to thela-
gnages smdied

First sieve

Focusing on easly recognisale intamationd rocabulary (proper names,
gengraphical terms, famous people, ete). NE: The R omance languages are
faroured, as this vocabnlay primaily drass on Latin-Romance bases.

Second sieve

Identifying specific common vocabulay - the pan-Romance wocdmlary
{@ot 500 Latin words are stil incndedin the elementary vocabulary of the
Romance langnages).

Third sieve

Eecognising sound correspondences (philological sdy of theR omance lan-
mnages has made it posdble to provide leamers with all the sound corre
spondence fomulae, which tae little effort to assmilate). Exanple nuit in
French corresponds to noche in Spanish, notte i Itdian and notte m Por
mgnese just a5 lait in Franch corresponds to leche m Spanish, late in Ttak
ian and leite in Portugnese

Fourth sieve

Identifying spelling and pronunciation conventions m each language (90% of
theletters used are the samein 2l the Romancelangnages, mdthe method's
arthors have drawn up a table showing the differences).

Fifth sieve

Natingthat sntadic senonreis Wmaly the samein 3l the Ramance lngnages
{there e nine basic sentence types): theindvidnal languages hare few partice
Laities, which can quirkly be recognised.

Sixth sieve

Tsing atool to identify the lowest common denominators of diffarent gram-
matical words or word endings (e g how to recognise the first person plur
d, gender, etr). Since these morphosyntactic dements are the most oom-
mon dements i @y tet, beng able to recognise them is pationlaly
rewarding

Seventh sieve
Usngalist of themost canmeon prefives and siffies m thelmaages smeied

References:
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1) FuroComRom

This is available n Gaman and English from the publisher Shaker Verlag and on
line

Horst 3. Elan, Tibeat G Stegmann, [¥iliam]. MeCan)

EuroComP om - Die Sieben Siebe

Romanische Sprachen sofcet lesen kénnen

BuroComk om - The Seven Sieres

Howtoread al the Romance Langnages right away
(Garman wersion ISEH 3-8265 05674, reedited in Jammary 2000; English ver-
zion 5B 2-8222-043 77, published Movarnber 2002

The book gives 2 detsiled explmation of the seven sares with tabes of examples
in each language (six are covered: French, Italian, Catalan, Portugnese, Romanian
and Spanish) . "Miniportraits” of each of theselanguages help to supplement the leam-
a's understandng These are concamed with the prindpd paticulariies that dstin-
enish each lngnage from the others.

A CD-ROM hx been developed contsining the baic modnle making it possibleto
arquire receptive canpetence i a Romance langpage usng the saran deres. 4
comsuted  om the

damonstation wersion  in Geman  cam be

el siter

To make the EuroCom method arcessible intanati onally, seork on teeo initial adap-
taricms of the saren siares for usewith other stating lmgnages - Romanian andItal-
ian - hx been complated Adsptations into English, French, Catalan, Pormgmese
andFolish ave at avery advanced staze, and other versions  Spanish, Occttan, Cutch
and Greek) arebeng prepared (to beissmed i 200%). Theremlts of this work ae
published in a speda sevies - Edtiones BuroCom. The sane modd can dso be
applied to the Gearmanic and Har langnaze famiies (of. Klen, Harst G. (2002) "Cl en
somt

les recherches sir 'arooomprehension ' jthe stae of reseach nto Biroundarst anding)
in procesdngs of the BuroCom Gongress hedd in Hagen, Edtiones BuroCom, vd. &,
Aacher).

All relevant infomation, indoding an introdnction to the method in severd lan-
gages, can be fomd m the webrste hitpywmmr arooom-frankfurt de {in "Lan-

gnage chace).

%) Eurom4

Claire BlmcheE araniste and Andre Valk

"Burcmd, smmltanemns leaning of Eomancelangagzes”, Universities of Lishon,
Salamanra, Rome and Provence, publisher La Muova Itdia, 1007

This method eonsists of abook in four lagnages (Spanish, French, Italian and
Portugnese) and a CD-ROM.

Itwas developedas aresult of aproject carried out by 2 group of lingnists from four
Eurcpean universties (Salamanca- Spam, Fome - Italy, Lisbon -Formgal ad Aiven-
Prowence - France). By combining ther lingnistic and psycherlinguistic knowledge
with chsavation of smdents cwer a fonr-year paiodin each of the countries con-
camed, they were ableto develop ameathod, which was put on the market in 1997,
This project was sipported by the EIN's Lingna programme

Themethod conssts of exercises m the four lagnages and a comparative grammar,
fornsng soldy on diffirnlties encountered in understanding written tests, It is of
proven effectiveness, enabling arquisition of four langnages in 24 sessions, eac
lasting 1 1/2 hours, subjea to the following condiions:

- the method is dimed at an adult midience of business exerntives, whose moth e
tongneis one of the four lnmazes smdied;

- the sole objedive is global, passive understanding of written texts;

- the tedts proposed e newspaper aticles on common European themes
(the concept of "shared knowledze").



