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Decision Point 2

Stereotypes


There are many false beliefs that people have about cultures that are different from their own. These beliefs and ideas are usually the result of ignorance. People construct false perceptions of other cultures that they are not educated about and that they are not familiar with. Stereotypes are going to be present in the foreign language classroom. Unfortunately most students will have misguided perceptions on French people and culture that will need to be addressed. There are several common misconceptions about France and French people. Through an examination of what the stereotypes are and why they developed, a method for disseminating these stereotypes can be developed. 


The most common stereotype about French people that most Americans hold is that French people are rude. This is something that most Americans perceive about French people and is possibly why many Americans claim not to like French people. This stereotype is not true at all, French people are not rude. However, the social styles of Americans and the French are quite different. For example, in America, a smile is a sign of being polite. Americans wear a smile all day, even if they are not feeling the emotion associated with smiling. In France, smiling is not obligatory and is not connected with being polite. French people smile when they feel like it and when they believe a smile is warranted by the emotion they are feeling, not because it is expected or required to be polite. This stereotype can be combated in the classroom by explaining to students the differences in how to be “polite” in France and in America. Doing a compare and contrast activity would help the students to see that there cultures are very different socially. Neither one is right or wrong, rude or polite, however they are just different. 

The second myth that is commonly expressed about French culture is that all French people know English; however they refuse to speak it. While it is true that most French children are taught English in school, it is not their primary language. It also cannot be assumed that every French person has been taught English to a level at which they are comfortable conversing with a native speaker. If one is in France, the person they wish to speak to will naturally speak to you in French because it is the native language of the country. We expect the same thing in America. It is only polite and considerate to try to speak French when in France. It should not be expected that French people abandon their native language in their own country just to accommodate an English speaker. In fact, if one tries to communicate in French, the French will do their best to understand you and in return they will try to use some of the English they know. This myth can be addressed in the classroom by explaining to students why it is important to learn some of the native language when traveling. Also, teachers can show their students that not all Americans learn French, so not all French people learn English. 

Another stereotype about French people is about their physical appearance. Americans visualize Frenchmen as slim and wearing berets. For women, they believe that they are fashionable, slim and they don't shave their armpits, legs and they smell. This stereotype is not true at all. Americans hold this belief about French people from movies they see and advertisements. These forms of media take one example and assimilate it to all of the French culture as a whole. This would be like saying that all Americans are fat slobs that eat McDonalds in their cars. These stereotypes are so detrimental to the perception of a culture. They are completely exaggerated and for the most part do not have any truth to them. To address these kinds of stereotypes in the foreign language classroom, it is important to share with the American students some perceptions that French people have about them. They will find that the French perceptions are not true and they may be offended by some of them. Students will see that these stereotypes are usually an overgeneralization that stem from some form of media and that these stereotypes are harmful. 

Stereotypes exist about every culture. Unfortunately, they can make or break the way one thinks about a certain country or group of people. Stereotypes usually stem from an over generalization or exaggeration. They are not a representation of the people or country as a whole. In fact, if you were to ask any Frenchman what he thought about Americans he would say, “they are all pushy, rude, and arrogant.” Similarly, if you asked any American about the French and you they will say they are all “pushy, rude, and arrogant.” Stereotypes of one another can be very similar. This just shows that we are more alike than we are different. Every culture has differences; however there are far more similarities among people than there are differences. This can be a very unifying though to have in the foreign language classroom. 
