Audrey Merrell

January 29, 2004

FL 150

Autobiography


I started learning French when I was in eighth grade. In eighth grade, our middle school did six week rotations of different elective subjects and one of them was French. Then I went on to take French each of the four years that I was in high school. I have continued my studies in French at the college level, both, at the University of Washington and here at Ball State. During my career as a language learner, I have been taught through many different techniques and had effective and poor teachers. My positive experiences have stuck with me and have influenced me as a language learner the most. 


When I reflect back on my experiences learning French, I immediately think of one of the most influential and effective teachers that I have ever had. Her name is Madame de la Torre. She was an excellent and inspiring teacher. The aspect of her classroom that I liked the most and was most intrigued with was her full immersion philosophy. I had Madame de la Torre during my junior and senior years of high school. As soon as the bell rang, there was to be nothing but French spoken. English was completely absent from the classroom, we even said the Pledge of Allegiance in French. This taught me to learn how to communicate in the target language even if I might not have known the correct words. I learned how to express myself and get the general point across. The main focus in her classroom was oral ability to communicate. Reading and writing were secondary to speaking, but they were definitely worked on. She had us do weekly dictations, where we would listen to her speak and we would transcribe what she was saying. This helped to greatly improve my listening skills. Madame de la Torre rarely corrected a student if they were saying something wrong; she let us work out our own mistakes. This made the classroom a comfortable and encouraging environment. She was not only an effective teacher, but an inspiring leader. Each morning when she called role, she would ask each student individually, “Ça va?” (How are you?). Each student would reply with something interesting to say about their day and she was genuinely interested. She used the target language as a way to communicate and accomplish understanding between humans. Most teachers represent the target language as a complex set of grammatical rules, but Madame de la Torre instilled in her students that French is an art that people use to live and it has a culture all of its own. I was enchanted with French through her. I could always feel her enthusiasm and I found my life’s passion through her inspiration. I was so lucky to have had her as a teacher for two consecutive years. I learned a lot of positive things from being her student. 

While Madame de la Torre was a wonderful teacher, some of the teachers I had were not so wonderful. During my sophomore year of high school I had a French teacher that called all of the students “toi” (you). I found this to be degrading and disrespectful. She never bothered to learn anyone’s name. Also, this same teacher spoke very softly when she lectured. The class took advantage of her and walked all over her. English was used most of the time in her class because she could not control the class when she spoke in French. I disliked going to her class and I felt that it was a waste of time. I had another teacher who only taught us vocabulary. I learned a good base of words, but I could not form a coherent sentence. I think she neglected a large part of the purpose of learning a language. 

During the many French classes I have taken, my various teachers have taken many different approaches to instruction. A popular activity that was used in my classes was small group conversations. I thought working with my peers was comfortable and encouraging; we helped each other work out the bumps in our speaking. Another thing that I thought was very helpful was reading aloud. This helped with speaking and pronunciation, but also with reading and comprehension. At times it was a tiresome and boring exercise, but in general I think it helped emphasize some of the key elements in language learning. Translation is another method that was used in classes I took. This exercise was always difficult for me after I was in the full immersion class. We did not learn to associate French with English, French was a language that stood alone. I have learned to translate well in college because it has been the main method used in my classes. However, I do not think it is the best exercise for students to learn the language. 


The different methods I have been taught through and the teachers I have had have definitely influenced my life and my perspective on my future career as a teacher. They have taught me the things that I want to incorporate in my classroom and the things I want to leave out, they have taught me the kind of teacher I want to be. I want to be a teacher that inspires my students. I want them to be excited about learning even if they do not love French. I want to use the target language as much as possible and use it as a way of transmitting understanding; I do not want to teach my students that French is just a set of grammatical rules. I am going to try to realize that if I did not like what was being done by the teacher when I was a student, then my students probably will not like it either and they will probably not learn as effectively. I think it is important to reflect back on my experience as an early language learner to realize the things that worked and did not work from a student’s perspective. 
