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Abetract°

This i=s a personal paper ina which I discuss my ramlly‘s acgui-
sition of Fremch durimg & two year saltbatical stay im Brussels, Belgium
from 1979 -to 1981. I discuse the faotors mnflnenoing eur decision
to 1earn Frsnch, our respective mades of aaqulaition, our raies and
degrees of proflolency, and then how tha& spoond lamguage fared uponr
our subsequeni return to the United Sta&gaég I also offer a comparison
hetween child azmd adult sedon@ lamguaga.@éguisitian baged upen our
experience as well as discuss cexriain rm}ovmnt psjoho/social intra-
familial dynamics which came into play whila there as » r»sult of our
individual language prowess - or lank of im. _

I share our experiences ;mvolvia@ulaaguage loss and/or
retention faoed upor our subsequent rntprn?t¢ Belgium after apending
9 monthe im the United States. aad diseu#a &he,factora 1nfluan¢1ng
this language Teteniion anﬁ[or 1apg. 4 o :

_ My oonqlusmon mffems some thpnghts for inaornora$ing the
knowledge glaaned from th*s a@armiag ex@@ﬂ«ﬂace #i%h an’ »ye. ﬁﬂmarde
hopefally making more pommﬁivm and oﬁf&a &ggrtho‘tcaahmng ‘of  language

in the claasroom. ;
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Preface . ' i

By sharing our exgeriaaces as both child and adult lamguagze
learnars in a foreign commnnity, I hope 1o make relevant the factors
that we, as claasreom language ﬁuachers, ;ua% bo aluays sensltlve %o

and appreclative of -~ i.e. ths faotora hoth aaadomio ‘and psychological

involved in learning a sscond languagn Thoae invelve not onrly under-

standing how a language per se is best tdmg%t but ‘equally. 1mportant

helmg zble to undgrstand'and be pengltivéfta:tho'Fsycho-gocial strenqos

and strains involved in adjuatiag;to a'nQi'bnvirohmant,'

T T S g IS LI E

AR (R

A
%
i




i

Chapter 1: Secord Language Acquisition im Brussels, Belgium; Child -

vs. Adult; Experieatial.-ve. Classroom.

In August of 1979, my familf'(hugﬁand, danghtor'meradith,‘agegl
11, som Nichelaa,-aged 5), and I lef% the U.S. for what was ta'b; the |
start of a twb Year sahbatiq;l_étay in‘Brussels, Belgium. It is fhe
purpose of this paper io shdw the preccsaoﬁ”involvod in omr learning_té
speak Frenmch, one of the two imdigemous 1anguagns spoken tharo. 1 thll
discuss the factors 1nfluano1ng our dooision to learn Franch, the mode
- of acqulsltlon, rate and degree of pwofioionoy, and thon how that secord
1anguage fared upon our subsagnent retura 4o the U.S.' I,ahall_alse
offer a comparison between Child and adnlt gaéond iangua#p aoquisifion
based upon our experience as ﬁell.as dﬂ?ou&g'cartain.relééaa$ psyeho=-
social familial dynamice which came iﬁko ploy while there. |
| To begin, somo.backgroumi information about 6nx pre~Brussels
language proficiency would be in’érdor; 'm:ﬁhnsbﬁnd hed atudied Fronoh
at universlty for three yaars, could rea&@and write well, and could
apeak at & low imtermediate level. Priorwto-thls, neither the children
nor I had ever studied Fremch.
Although ny husband's sabhaxiaa& was, at the ouisut to
be for only a year, he and 1 both<d@oiéo& agalnnt sending the childrea

to e1ther taa American or Bwitisb sahoala‘ﬂwr the following reasons:

1) Because of owr desire to. havn an i&ﬁﬁﬂp@ﬂ &iving expsriemce in
Brussels, to gzva onx ahxldran 8 bfoamer, 1@33 ethnoeeniric world view, -
2) Because we would not be living in tho Ameriaan “ghetto“ they wou;d
need the language ekills of thn host nuuntry and. laatly, 3) For pyrely

aesthetic reasoma, we thought it wounld ha an advantage for thom to




~ have a'second lamguage. Bebause we were aware of th@ remarkabla facility

chzldren have for 1anguage learnlng, we recegnizpd this as 2 sp}ondid
_ i o
opportunlty for them. ' :
: .i‘;
Bince the ch;ldrou never kmew. thara wasg an optlon (af goimg

w

to an Eng113h~spaak1ng achool), thsy pickod up on our qnxhuslaam and -

p051t1vasm. Thus, the emotiﬂnal climate for them was free from teneion, -

stress or doubt. It was goimg to be am adventure., Indeed, as I recall;
the ‘only moment of anxlety from Mareﬂxth oame When ‘sbe thoug#i Bhe would
have to wear dress to sohool. _ ‘

 Belgium has a thua#;onax/oultural gopulation conslating -

of the Flemish and the Frerch. We happenad ta setile ia a Flemish

commune, but the magorzty of our nnighbors uara nativo Frenoh speakera.

After 1ook1ng about for 3a appropriaxo SOhool, we doqidgd,ln favor of
the Ecole Internationale Le Vbrseau, an iutornational bllingual (French/
Engllsh) school thQh follows +the Belgian cnxrieulum but offera Erglish
: courses up to "Q" and A" levelsm for English gpoaking GRildren ap well |
RS EFL(themr deslgn&&ion) for other childrcn, 0f {the approximately 350
students-am Le Versean, 45% ara non—Belglan.v'(Sinne Brussels is tho ‘-
seat’ of the Common Market, ithere is a larga imjernational oemmunity.)
The langnage spoken st the school 1s Fron@h, yet there are two kznds of

English classes" as wellt tho Tirst ism Emgiish for Em@&hh speak1ng chil-

dran. At tha firet grade leva thig ¢ansia$s of hogimning reading ané
'writlmgg at the seoond grade lovel, and throngh grada twelve, English

literature and hiatorw sre addaﬁ Thos&

oL amm designod o0 preparo

the Emglish speaking child for univeruity '}England. Thsy meet dally

for one class perzéd and are tangh$ by pritigh teamhara. The other im
an EFL class- whioh begins in flrst grade and goes through grado twelve,

meeting 2—3 timos 8 week fwr one class perzed. These classes are taught
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hy both French and British teachersa. This is thehﬂnlar time 'tha:!; t&m

" English speaklng shildren speak Englmsh. All else is carried¢out in Frenoh.

The first year we were there, Hioholas ontcred first groge
and Meredlth entared fifth grada. Althmugh Maredzth should have enteped
'the szxth grade, the school thought it hoat %o put hor baok a yuar bey
cause of her 1anguagn deficienmcy, the sixth grade 3a¢r bolng a termimus
and therefore that much more‘dlff;cult & year. ‘
Slmultameous uith $he childran’a onterlng school, my hushand
began his sabbatlcal work doing rqsearuh at a Brnssols oaqnar hospital
- and I enrolled in an intensive French - languags program._ This course‘
met dally for three hours and was fo laat five manths._ I spent, thoren
.f°r°’ approxzmamcly 300 hours 1n ‘the claasraom. Ehe moda of tnaohing was
aud10—v1sua1. The lenguage of instruct:on was Froneha He followed a 'J‘““
standard text acoompanled %ﬁ'gligoq aq@i.tamo—rnoordod text. Discusa1on
was llmlted to a graax degreo to the eonflnos of materigl oontained in
the text. VWe wepe i62i5 maltinational’ atudsnxs, mﬂst of uhom had preva
iously studied French. I was the sole. novioo.
At their schoel, the childran ‘were recaiving ho spoolal
language instruciion. They were merely a&tondmmg class. Although they
should have besen terribly bowzldered (anﬁhor’a b;as) they gave no overt

evidence of this at heme .. (mave fqr acnte‘lwg pains suffered by Nicholas

about the third week of classes, Acéordiag‘to tha-dootor,'thesa Were

. brought on by aﬁxiatyk Aftor the doctwr mado his diagnonis (to ua), he

aagaclously told Nicholaa thax uhai ho was ai?orionoing samotimes happena
t0 5 year old hoys but that it just laats 3 days. Since that was the
third day, the aymptoms vamlshed withan hnurs. This symptom of Hicholas'
may or may not have been brough$ on by the n&u language It mxgh$ have

been caused merely by his going to any mew a¢hool all day for the first
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time;}_ X do belleve that the suppert metwotk at the school was greaxly
respoms;ble for this abgenca of bewlld@rment. Thera seoms to havo bean
much understanding and compassion fpr_Hibhelaa and Marsdlth. -They ﬁOTO

not the firat Emglish speaking childran-%o at{end Le Verseau. The school

was knowledgable and exporianced in dealing wzth anch sztua$;una. Thero
was respect shown for thelr native abilities.. Altheugh.ﬂlcholaa reeded
no formal testing pr1or to antry, Meredath ‘had to. tako ‘a math test. Thzs.
was administered to her im Emglish by thelﬂngllsh'tagchor. Thus;‘thsrq i
was a real effort to understamd what h;r_gk;llé r@ally were, The philos.
sophy-aadﬁpoiicj df-LoﬁVerseau is.to cuniiuué'and improve thc'English '
apeaking ehildren’s Emgl1sh in a1l sklll areaa whila at the same timo to‘
help them be eqnzvalontly skillful 1n all arnas in Franoh, thus axmiving :
in the end at porfect bilingualism for ‘the E:u.glil!h mpaaking studente, L

a strong kmowlodga of Engliah as a foxezgu laagnqu Iar 1ho French nptnk-

ers. A imteresting thisg %o uote sheut m,,zs that alshongh the Fremoh

speakers are oaly-taught Engliah as a roreign language ~ the emphasis

always belng on Fraach, the Engllsh spmakzmg children are never exp1i~
citly tanght Frsnch as a foreign - or Second - 1qnguage. They are
expected to learn it by assimilatiom. mh@y do. '

I+ is worth rappaiing here thaw thm chzldron's and my lamguage
skills began at thn same level, yet within‘tuo uookswpgwachool tine my
ability to nsa'Fremch war far strangorf%haaztheiéa.ﬁwhile I was beginning
to put wards togather - Tery delibora&oly, eno word am ‘B tlmo uﬂzng only

vocabulary I had studiod and mentally ﬁmanalaiimg all tho while from

Prench teo Engllsh %a Freneh, thgra waa ma tsmpﬁ on thc part ‘of the

children to speak Freach — either at suhaal, home ox in the neighborhoed.

I was forced by circumstance %o upaak - "Jﬁﬁa the shoppiag , to run the-

_houvse, o live in the cammunitx. Hhan By Jigband was home, he would be

the spokespersom, but when he was agt, F,ﬁ@@ the ‘one in ohargm. The




- you st use two negativos - the 'ns'

O o

shildren had.no unchmnnns.- They were néver forced to speakaat scﬁocl;

. At %he end of two momths, ny spaaklmg and. llstenlng
compréhen31on sk1lls were pregrmssing uell. T was still msntally trama-
lating - both in llmténlmg and spaaking, stringlng 1solatod w%rds to—
gﬁther one at a tlme, very delibverately oonsoieus of tsnso, gundcr, and
person, mlndful of the "tu' and 'vous’ forml of address C$l¢haugh at o
that point I had had no accaslon to use thsw'tu' form.) It was at this

point that the children bugan spoakzng - Horodith ax schoml and at h@mo,

rep@atlmg oft=heard. phraaes; Nicholas net apoaking at schoal but ventuma

1ng a bvit at hmmo. (At this point in ti-o, althongh ths childrcm werse
not speaklng at school, they wero, nontholoan, dolng the. work.) At thza
begimning juncture two imcidents stand out in my memory. I romombar -

having graat difficulty in und.rstamding what tho ohildren were aaylng,‘

It dldn't sound anythlmg like tho French 1 had boqn htarzng at my school,

They woron't speaklng in scparatn'uords. ?gj examp&t of this was in their
- sayimg "I den't knou. Both children bagan using‘the exprcssien “J'a1
pas" {1 don't knmw) - accompaniod.by tho u@proprlain nonpvorbal gestures
pf hands im the sir, shrug of the shonldorg.wlth 8 small puff of an
mvoiced ;p"sound foilqwiﬁé.thq words.“Haring neve: hoard such an
expressibm'I asked thgm what it meant. Thsx respondod "1 don't know."

I 1mmedlately coumtered wzth "Ho, thaﬁ's nat correot. Po say it properly

'pas' rosultiag in the
correct “Jo ne sais paa. I was, of canra@, up;ng grammar rulos, uhilo

they wers more_y rapea&zng wha$ in fac% thay:had heard * and uhax meut

Belg*ans ase - @utaide of +h@ French 1anguago classreom‘ Not ontirely

' conv1nced ‘I had all I counld de to refrain'frum oarreoting my Frenoh

speakihg nelghbor, Hadamo_ﬂamhior. .

The qthetvineidqnt-igvglfed g@mbars. At_tho'd;nner'tahlo,

it
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my hushand, still'thm-'expart‘,.would.tesf-our prograss.; A1thaugh at

this iaoin‘c I was far and 'a.wa.jr the 'wimner! for vodabullary", tha-clﬁildron -
ﬁgi. .. were winners hanas aown at numbeis; Whllo I hadu't yot rnached th. loason L
| on counting ( na high marke hsre for soquwncing) the chlldran ﬂnro worklng
with numbers avery day. _ ‘ b

Midwhy thréugh our firet year, approximately pftof*

. four months of olaas/sohool, it became apparent that I was noe longer

making the "most progress"”. Indeed, while i:had béom merely parroting
back bits and pisces aﬁ'oargfully'choaen'1amguage, the childron‘ware
‘carefully absorbimg'thn whalo} And ot thiu point when my“&ay te day

. prograss was hardly neticable, tho ohildrcn'a upaakiag paog began accel-

‘”é"_ aratlng and thelr progress was exﬁenontiai. Hhile I was stxll 1acking
- on new veoabqlarw unispiecs by uni—ploec - and tomso, one a week, the

children were usimg phrases. I was avare of wmrds, where thoy bagan

and-ended; they were awars enly of sound a&taehod to- meaulng.iI was

aware of the 'tu' and 'vous' address ferms; chholas uaed’tha Atut form oK
1ndlscr1m1na¢ely. It wam alljho'd hoar&'in.thn'olassroom. When I

asked him to. pleaso use the more ‘respectful, moro formal 'Vous' form

wlth Monsienr Cambier, he had ne idea what I was talklng ab»ut.

After six month's time, closo‘to'tho end of tha$

Tirst academic year,<Monsieur Gamyipr'ma@o*gfgr?nanncoment, My husband,

R

havieg been our famidy spakoépers@n at thd¥§ﬁ£a3t, was placed. = by

-

 Honsieur Cambier - ot the’ 4%k p@mition of laasuago prefzoiency. (In .

all falrness ta him, although Frcnch wae t 3ingua franca\?pmkon at

thc hosn1ta1, there weE 8 maaur drawbaokhtu»his boxng ir an entirely

immersive medical situstion.’ Tho majority af ths mndical literaﬁura

is writtnn in English; thormforo, mnaﬁHPr thﬂ porqcnmgl in h;g laboratory

- ﬂ ' comversed in Brglish.) Acco:ding-tolnmnsipgr Cambier's 'chart', I was
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1. H.D._‘At thc.and ef iwo yoars,'the erdar ohamgod: Maredith movod to
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first, followad By Mereﬁith and then Hichalas.l' This "tesi result',

N AR

however, came only from ovcr—the—feace type data and *ha faot ihat a$

w

this p01nt the children were just baginnimg to speak conversaxionally,__
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1 had been apeaking all tho whllo - and he cauld gsee’ my prggross.. Ha
was also not prlvy to any data 1nvolviag rcading and wrlting skmlls.
Since.I ked taken aa audm—v:l.sug.l pregram, I hed li't'l:le fa.mil:.a.r:l.ty
with writien Fronch Tha.result was tha$ I was sadly deficient in theso
areas, and had to rely on the childrnn - ot my hunbaud - te read the -
school notlces for me. Bacause Niche;aa was juut loarning to road and:

write (simultanoonsly in both langaagus) ha wes of 1itils help.

_Meredlth hmwever, became moro and merm holpfnl ap hnr languaga profi-

c1ency inc“eased. I o@uld understaad thm notlccs - if she read them

aloud e’ mo, S0 unbalaacod were my. akilla. (I shall oxpand furthor on -
the effect this languagc 1carning agna/or laok of 1t -had on our famil~
L&l lntaractzon & a later point im the pppar.)“"

By the end of ‘that sohool yoar, both childfien were oem—
pletely biliaguall undersionding all thmar sch@olwork,.wssponding in
clasé,-socializing with their Frgnohéfpcaking-paers,'and not giving
Frenchfa‘second thought;‘ Keredith h§#2§>rﬁlc.iﬁ hor class play‘amd

gg&g & presentation ébaut our cana:ieﬁ”in botk her English and Frenmch
classes (in the rospectivh 1anguagdas}' Alsa.ak tﬁe'snd of the ysar,
Nlcholas 391nod his class in a tharough &mmeustpaxion doalzng with the
\  $0- a8 wall a8 guva birthday

art of makzng crepes. Both childrcn-

parties axtanded by bmth French aa@ Eu31 ah sp@aking ohil&rgn, f‘h

choice of 1aagnagn seonod to dopoadwpa : p nadorit#:mi*aathsugh 3R

lst place, fellowwd br H1cholas, m@ and than mg huxbaud.
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never seemed to be a conacious declsmon on the part of the chlldrmn.

Heredith cén rememb@r when shm dldh't4kngw Frgnchm- 30*,oaanbt ?inpoint

N N A B

the time when she did v«aastmmony to th@ umconaolous, namuxal procmus
iy ‘
xnvalved.‘ I, in contrast can rememb«r uheu I arrived at the p@int of

belng able ta lxstcn and speak comfortably, test;mony o tho vory con—-

B o o A R P LA

scious, deliberate and focused procos;.xnwolved.- My pruficiency remained

at an 1ntermed1a$o leVol, never ovon approaoh1ng the full proficxoncy %
achieved hy the children. My hushanﬁ foalp that his’ Frnaoh did mot ‘ g

R improve significantly‘élthaugh-h@ sgy n;ograssalu h@sﬂlistening Com- %
.Prehgnéiog. ‘ S L - ' | -%

| Thers are 1n¢ernst1ng oomparisans to he made 1n our. .§
-éeparate ‘processes of sacond lamguagu ;gqﬁisltzen. 1 1earnod in a I%
structured program, a331mila¢&ng only uhat was dirootly taught, Bocanso f '%
1t was an audlo—visnal olass, I bogan 5pcakin5 stramght quax, bogznningnw ;g
w1th gimple vooabulary and presant tenao, tha maxerlal hawing iittle ' _ : '%

relevancy to my warld and to my experienom.' On th@ other hand, By
chmldren, being surrounded by the langnage muoch as- a‘baby is in. learn-
1ng his first language, were exposed ta th. uhole af tho 1anguaga at

the same time and, oontraatively to my learnzug process, all waa relevant
to their weorld, To approaoh it amether waw, my languagn vwas presented
horlzontally, on a 1earning oontinnnm, ung stsp am a tine, 's1mple' to

*complex! 3: ;he chlldron's language uas inraantqd sphcrioally - the

whals of ELE at one time and eenatantly, ?hﬁrofbra, uhile my learming |

'was easior to ingest an& spev aut aa o@dh amall‘plece uaa given, thc
: Ww, ..nqoam “time 4o

mcnaa uhat thsy wers hoarlng.

'chlldren, beimg exyosqd to no sush yi@

sort out the uholo, to make sense o# aad

Becanse I wgs learnang bit by bit I had spapa and time
to equaie tke new languagu with the- old. I Way never without my Franch/
Baglish dlotlenary both or my doqg and i my head.‘ Hhat-did the Frenmoh:




mezn in English? 'Then I coula undersiamd The ohildren,'in-oentrast,
did not equato or zransla&e the 1augnagus. I remombor askimg Hiohnlas
what the. French word for ‘'plate’ Was.' He conldm'% answer m;. I know
hm knew the word. -Because he was learnlng c@ordlna$ely - learm:ng
through direct experisnce - he, unllke me ~ 1aarn1ng o@mpoundly or
flndlng meaning through translation - novor assoclaxed tho two 1angnagaa.:
If I had ‘shown hip a plate and asked him "au'ost-co c'ost?“ (whax is Lt?),.
he most 2ssuredly would have reapondod wi#p "G'ost une assiotto. (It'
.a plate.) Concomitantly, because of this divergenoo in 1oarnzng methods,
my world view remained muoh the sames ;. thq ahildron, however, vere not
only learnlng a8 new language, but were loarniug and idontifying with a _'
totally new perspeotive, & new and difforent world vieu. ‘ | .
To further differpntiaxe our 1anguagc aaquialtion h
procesaes, I was fully aware of the lexlcal parametors, tranalat;ng
| word for word, be;ng nost diatreasod ig T koard words strung tognther |
 such as 'J'enliéndu’ (I heards) I would n.nd firet t6 untangle them
in my mlnd sort them ou word by word, tranalatn them word by word
and only after that would I bo oemfortablc wifh whax they maant. The
children, as with their *J'ai pas' nuver analyzed quemtionod or
dissected what they heard. They aeaoei@ted-th&_wholo-with its meaning
in its Setting; They equated the whgle{uith jhiﬂwhhl;; for me the
whole was QQual only fb the sum of 1£nga¢t§.' By far the children

were the greater benéfioiaricaaﬂ s

\

. As I 1oapnad.thn verba&, nﬁn—verbal and appropriato

coding soparaxely and at ﬁﬁfferent poin%sfin the . ‘Progran, the children
laarned thom 2ll simultananusly and oautextually.;

Ae- X learned tho ab@ve aspecta separaxaly, go did
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I also a0qu¢ra prennnclatlou saparaxely. Aeg in most fermign languﬁgn_
schools, we had languaga 12b sessions uhﬁre we would try as hest ve
“could to duplicate the native-speak;;'swprenﬁnciailan. -Hewov?r, We were
s£ill; basing iﬁe pronunciation on dui na&ifé language.sbundéf' Contrasté .
ively, thé dhildreﬁ,'by'not making any cénmpctionﬁbetwaen French and
English, merely apoke Frenoh as 41y heard it. There was.n@ consciﬁus'
effort made to "werk om prenunclatlon. It was thoro - with the |
language. |

Thara are some szmllarztios ﬂhioh X see hdtnten our
respocﬁ4Va 1anguage aoqu;eitmon.prooessns.f Sinoe this was B soconﬁ
language for us all, we - Bs- contrassed’ vith first 1anguagm learning,.
did not begln on the phonemic 1¢v01 but a$ tha morphologieal 1ov01 uith

words and/or Zroups’ of words. Consoqnontly, the ra#o of anqnzsitlon,

for all of us, was that much more aooaloratad.A 

.Gﬁ’éﬁethéf'l$vql, we aiiﬁﬁgd stropg motivational
reasons for wanting %o leern French. Aocofiﬁng to Nicholas, we had o
1earﬁ it to knoﬁ what wéa going eB. . Simpléfas that, 'Hélall were |
‘surroundod contimmounsly by positivo reimforoomant both by being in the
midst of the Fromch Nanguage commnity and in the case of the children,
there wae an extra supportxva aspecta booanae thay-uere bozng simuké
' tanecusly tamght in English, therc werse nm nmgativw factors to overcome,

no pressure to prefur one language te another, no pressure to ohoosc.

All ‘was p091t1vo and_cumstant.j
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 Chapter II: Sooie1ogioa1/Psychologiea1'Faetors’Affeoting the Family,i

While Living Abroad.

It would be n@tawerthy héro.to point out some 805103 ‘*'¢
loglcal/psychologlcal intramfamillal facters whlmh affooted ue whzlo
living in Belgmum. These are factors one dnosn't read about in Bl

"Survival Tips for the Ovnrseas Visitor® type brochnrts, yet which
played an 1mstrumemtal part in our daa to day funotioning and interrela»
ting. o |
Because of the lmnguag. differencos and booausa tho‘_'
-chlldron were able to léarm mot only tho spoken 1aaguagn %um the un-
_ spaken, nonuverbal language noTe quickly amﬁ far more effoctzvoly +han

we, the parenxs/adults could, the family as & whole undervent some
staius/role shifts e reversals. | _
Whereas the mormal familial p#ttern isffqr the ﬁarent
to be the guide, interpreter, aathority figugé;“ﬁhenrfhax authority
figuré'cannbt command the same reaﬁootlor.fnilowing aé-ho forherly
enJoyed due to a diminiehed faoilxty for 1eaﬁarship, that authority

ig proportlonately 1assened Due to my limitad abllity to speak

_ French, I wasn‘t able %o fulfill my role aa anthority figore an I had

in the past. If I dzdn't knour and ths children d;d, our. previous

reles as autharmty figure and. followers jatlvgly,-be¢9m¢ quite

muddly indeed.’ R 'm-’:ﬁﬁf‘ffyy |

. -
i
~

For examplc,imacn notes cama homc from school whitten
in French and I coula not undarstamd thom, theroforo not knowing what

approprlate actlon o take, my anthorlty and.orodibility in th- eyes

- of my children had %o dlminzsh. In another example, we needed a




sneclallzed part for the haa$ing systom which we had to buy on our own.
- Although I had- learned propwr Fremch and could canduct myself perfcctly
acceptably at the shops, at thim partlcular hardwaro shop we, weru

helped by an attendant who spoke Flemzsh—Fremch, a Belgian dinlcot

+h which I was unfamiliar. In fact, I had n@ idea wha$ he was talking,

about. Meredith, then 12 years old haﬁ to carry % %ho tranuaction,
 She, of coursa, wnderstood. perroctly well what 'l:he man was sa,,ymg. _
Further examplca qocurred whon tho childmx ald I wou}.d visit vith the
= Ca.mblers. I would begin a meutence and samptima stop midway, trying
to think of the preper tense or verb. ending. morodith's eyes would
rql_]_._ skytfard in that universal non-verhq_l-— gosturn- rqd_o__lont- Qf.“Oh RO,
~ Mom, not again.‘ . ‘ | :‘ : | o _ |
| . | My anthorlty was dimiaiahing and my danghtor'
' incfeasing. This shifting of ﬁppandonelea happonod almost impercopt-
ibly a.nd little by - little, I begen to depond on the chiidren mare
and nore ., Becauso they sensed this (T have ne ides: how much thay
understood of thiz on a congeiouns 1oval), our preucxistont famllial
pattern began to undergoe mome suhtlo shi!ting. |
Whereas before,my werﬂ.' ‘was fina.l and. indiuputable,
now it wasg opéﬁ $0 query, Whereas bﬁtem, I was the sole invastigator,

1nferﬁation—gatherer, now th@ ehxi&xnn*tbak‘ﬁver -ak train eta&ions,

with’ offlczal reg&stry bus:neus th£.¢hm' ':In ghort in.all -
]

aspects of mar day %o day J.iv:.ng :’m WMQ@""' y Wmum& a‘.!' F:pemoh was

lacking, not go@d enoungh, slom or lm __‘_,ct:iva ’tha.n thp:ws, -hho
ch11dren teok control, - '
- An almost comp&eto revoraal of roles came aboul

when chholas was 111 and the dootor cnma to tho house as iz commonly

o
B
s
®
E
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' done in Belgimm. She (th@ dootor) spoke French so quickly, I could

not seem to make Mer understand that; I could not understand hor, try

a8 I did to slow her down. 3mcanse we had spoken before in French -
albeld ;%3ggé-§asumcd I Was. undnrstanding ovorything. After the axaml-
uatlon ended, Nloholas himself weak wlth a-high fover due to some sort
of flu, had to tell me what hath&d aud what.I then had to do with regurd

“to medlcailon. This was. indeod a hafty onaa for & then’ ? Yyear old Ghlld
as well sz an equally hefty onug for me - hopimg ke was translaming
correctly. Thus, 1nstead of the child blindly and trnstzngly following
the parent the roles in part ohangod and I, the parent, beoause of’

 language 1nabilitios and 1imiﬂa¢iens, had to falleu the load of the
child, ' ,

" For me, this was a valuablt although sometimes painful ;;7

1nslght - seeing this kipd of rTole reveraal.behawlor in: ‘our fam;ly -}’-
as well as in the ahitting roles of frionda and thoir chlldron. I %

remember one friend's child snickering bqhin& his father's back a= he

" {the father) tried to epeak Fremoh ﬂithzth@ gau man in his home. The

father was Hungarlanrborn, had had to movo- ons,hia own - to England

&8s an adolescent, and still spbke Englzsh with a marked Hungarian
accent. His 1ess—thannporfect Fronch was’ apakon withﬁﬁ Hungarian~
mnglish acoent. Raxher than bemng pweud of his faxhqr's aocomplishmenta,

the child was 11terally azhamed of the maa‘bosause of hiz lesa than

native Wrenoh ‘accent. Gurlonsly, tho boy‘uaa'not ashamed at him

father's heavily accented Engliah - perhafr boeanko he ﬂumrfiuonx

conducted most of his (m;crowchip) busineas iu Emglish and was easily
understood. His Freneh was more amkward, ho naed it infrequonily, and

wag not eagily understood..
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| Thémfom, the ability ".;.o‘comnrunicate "uot' only

el _ effactlvoly - but with native inflaotion was ‘of hlgh survival valuo and.
linked strongly to the powur and antharity u;thzn tha familya If this
were achieved by the chlldren and not the parents, the traditional
family balance could be radically altorod br1ng1ng about the shifting
and/or reversal of the traditlenal family rolea - amd in its wake the
obvious frustra$1on, bewilderment, shame and 1nss ef-nolf'estécm this
would bring to the parent. All else the parent possessod provzously -
ednca$lon, statue in tha oommunity, anth»ri#y in the heme - canld soon
beoome insignificant if it oeuldn't bn put to effuctive use in the

Row country.
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Chapter 111: . Re—emtry, j ‘ ‘ - | " .

¢

We returned to the U .S. after spending two'years in

. Belgium, the children and I to Vermoni’ for the M. AP, pragram, ny
husband back to hls work as Brown. Univarﬂity. The childron began clesses
at The Grammar School, a vary small (40 aﬁuﬂmntn £-8) private aohnol

in Putney, Vermont. The Grammar SchpwlLuas vary suppurtxvo of tho
chlldren's b111ngualism and cncouragnd thmm both in conilnuing their
French. Thara was a French program whioh both chlldron began uhen |
they enterod, both attending the Bth graﬂa Frnnah class.

_ After leoklng about unsunoesufully for a Frpnch

teacher for the younger grades, the diroetor'of the school asked Mere—.
dith if sho would be interestsd inm the job. Sho'was, and indeed proceed-
ed to do a splendld job in the claasroomg Sho 4aughd nxolu31ve1y in
French, and by %he end of the yoar, th@ ahilﬁrnn were able to per=—

form ‘Le Putit Chaperon Rouge' (Little Red Riding Hch) enxlroly in
French. Because she was rather out af placa in her Bth grade Freach
class, thers being little chance %o ‘speak, her toadhlng time was nchod—
uled at the same ‘hour. Becauss Meredith was using her French almoet
daily, in a worklng, commuricative; mearingful, functional way, shs
_retained her language skills. When' hnr olaas visited Quedsc a$ the

end of tarm (10 momthe aftor ‘our roturn to the B.S.) , she reperted

thax she oeuld spoa& Frenah as oamily aa:she had in Belgium._ Indeed,

{

she Was’ tha officzal 1n£erpreter an& gaide for the group whlle thore.'

Nioholas, on the othar hand because 3o qnote hlm, -
wlio one hera speaks Frenoh. Ehsre'p no reasen for me to speak French "

suhscqueufly tlosk! much of hie faaility in spoaking-Fronoh. (I shall
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share my hypothmsm as to \&hy this happaned in the follow:a.ng chaptcr.) ‘

He could. stlll read, write a.md. undsrstamd epoken anch, 'but his spgaking

skills declined: g:rea.tly. In spite of *!sha fact that he was :bn tho Bth .
gra.de French class, he found the clase’ "oo:;in; To this’ pragma.'l;io
youmgster, that pred:.ctabl;,r m:‘;can clasamm &pproach tu tha tqaching
of French' bore little msenﬁbla.me to wh.a‘t~he had 1earn¢d and ha.;i spok:en
in Belg:mm. In Putney, Vermen‘t, French was mroly ano‘ther oourae of |
«mﬂ; ‘studying-Prench :

i %Eaﬂﬁﬂ?“ﬂ" 1‘33‘181%

study; he’ re&lly aidn'4€ £i%. into anarm:!:

there was irrelevant andﬁ"bomng Lor him

:French uas the mole means of communioa*tion, rblpvant and, noceasa:ry

It was also never dofanitivoly bouaﬁ up m u soﬁrata 'courn'g it was-i

all. areund, pervaa:.vo 3 an: i,n.tegral paﬂr \at -hiw wnr«ld. ‘o havaL it 1iﬂnd

up out of cﬂn‘km HEM:: oonﬂtsing for him mqm wasn' *b ths aaam. e

. The children and I re"au.rned‘_‘!:o Bolgmm at ‘the ‘ond of tha.t

Ch meem

aoademc year, in June, 1982. It was iu’barost:.ng to seo then and there

to what extent we had exper:.enced language retonti.om and/or loss.

AR A TR A M L R F AT R s
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| Chapter IV: Re-Acquisition: Retura io Bclgipm*

. : | _ % ‘
The children and I returzed to Belglum in June, 1982,

after 9 momths in Vermont. Whkat. transpi;od with ragard to our previous
language acquisition was both hcartanlng (for mo a;dwona child) angd
unpradmctably frustraming (fer tho athon-child) In'my-eaae, not having-
spoken French at all for nine menths mado mo 'rusty' indnad; yet it

took me only an hour or two te fcol comfortablp with basic phrases and
aftar that, the more I spake,-$he eaa1qr it bogamo..

. Maredlth who had, hooanse af hor taach:ng in Vormont

and perhaps becaunse of her age and metﬁmutmon, found thai although some o

of her vocabulary was missing inltially, aftor speaking more and morc,
she felt quite comforta‘ble and re-asaim.la‘bod easily. She goeializod
with both English -and Fremch spaaklngﬁfriands, diviﬂiug ber time
indiscriminately, feeling at home im bﬁthlﬁituaiions:‘ |

| | But Nicholas! Here wui‘-ths rub aad (aut:gmr/mother's)
frustration, Since he had made it paiaﬁtiy clear that he was mot inter—
ested in speaking Fremch in America, I cia.}ao to Belgium arme‘d.. with virgia
notepad eager to recapiure his. ”roturn to bilingnalﬁsm. During owr
first week there, he told us his plan ot n@t speaklng French- he atill

"hated® 1t- he was ar Amerlcaumanﬂmuunnicana dan\#fspoak Fronch. This

bravado/chanyin;stiu attitude. might 'tqamp qhout from‘foax of not:

“An 1n$arcsting azpcriensc hﬂ;noned hawuvor, that

being able . tn spoak aa uoli“aa hﬁ haﬁfhﬁ

first week. We vxaltad enm “nld nmighbnrhemd Qmm acrvss-tho-stroet
neighbore were Dujch and our commor languagna vere Fronch and, English.

The common languaga for th@-qhildran, howevny, was Frouoh, thg@r son

(-
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'épeakingﬂutch and French omly. Sznce Nlcho&na.aad Marcel apparently
wantad to play, the boy= had to spsak in Fremoh; thsy had ne ahoics.,'
Bafore we knew it, there were 4 boysiplaymngs Rzoholas, Marool a
Flemish boy and a British boy. Again, the cammnn langnagu wau Fronch.
This kind of internatlona1 play group was m@atxcommon in Brusanls. The
1ntr1gu1ng thxng abeut it to m@ wae that thqrn aoomod nevor o bc any
dlscu531on as to what languagn thoy would spoak. It wonlid just 'happon'
At this nelghborhood play group, the 1anguage speken was Frenoh, common

:to each of thse boys. Nicholas Eegan by not apeaking - anst playing, '
with am occasional foui.” Gradually his Franoh apoaking incruasod
until by th. end of the aftornoon, I wam fairly uuro ho had rotainod

 much ef bhim comprehanaion and speaking skills. By tho noxt day hc was

_expermenclng 1n$erferenco in his English, anking Be “Did you take horsme

rlding lessans when you were lot young? By using the words ”let young"

and not "a 1ot,yuungvrﬂ - QT SVen “yaungnr“vhe was using fhe. ?roﬁoh
grammaxlcal form for comparison, i.e. "pkﬂs joune“ (moro young.)

Obviously the wheels had bagun turnxng. He rosnmed vielin - lesaons

with his former Fremch teacher and I:thogght it was %o bs sasy sailing

ahead, | o | L

Sﬁch was not the case.

Unllkn Heredith, who could play equally oomforiahly with

~both French anﬁ/er English spaaklng friends R;cholas sthqd +0 meek qut

fgfaaﬁ and in all fairnuss,
nro, his noed.ﬂor Bpaaking

French was practieally noneziaten#. -»&in loseons stoppod bcing

an interchange of conversa&ien, Hicholas :asp@mding with mernlx “ou1"

or "non" or very simple baaic vooahulary ‘ ﬁhan we went o v151¥ our
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‘nelghbors, the Camblers, whlls Mermdlth and T apoke French (tha wemem
spoke ne Englleh), Nicholas refnsed %o oven try to sPeak'?remch, even o
actlng sullen or some occasions.i I traed avarything I oaald think of'
to re-kindle his imberest - even reaor&ing o bribery disguised as
"If you ask the man for dlrectlona, voumoan have a _ "" or "IF
You want a drigk, you'll have to ask for it." |

I've thought at graa# length about thla very marked "

difference in my chilﬁitn's aitltudes tnward thair g;p@aking Frenoh .

and I'd like to submit the following hs@gﬁhosuu as explanatlon'- Marodith
| being 13 whea she returned to the U.S.; oonld appreomato mere fnlly :

- what she in faot had done. Sho.could sqo bgyond the pragm;tio. She

‘could see the seocial, cultural anﬁ acadnmic a&vamtague a sgcond 1an5uagu

| afforded, Psychiaxrlo data ?' conf&rm

$he fact that pre apd/or full

| taenagers, in add:tzon t0 naed;ng poor a@ﬁroval, th@re being strong
preasure to confarm, need on ths othar hand am individual ”trademark“.
- something that is thelra uniguely,. that sets them apart from the
others.‘ Meredith's blllnguallsm was har ”tra&emark. Wor all these
reasons, therafore, she revolled im’ har knowledga of a second lamguage,
‘'wag proud of her accomplashments wh;lc in Belguum, and even more proud

of them im Vermont, where she was apeo Lal, umiqua. She vas at a receptive

age %o appreciate and taka Full . plaaaure from this uniquenesa.

chholaa, oenversuly,‘with ths same amonnt of- encourage—

LR

: ough his Franch was equally

as 'goed' as Hereﬁlth'a—ﬂ&ilcvin‘; inﬂepd aveq p@ssassing a

'truer' aooemt) cauldn't 58 aay a&w : to knnalng a aecend 1amguagn

‘=')!': R

Imformatlon reoeivad frcm .an intl

b
L

2‘ e with Maxim Daamem, M. D.,

Assistant Professor of PE:ohia*ry, Brown Unlvursity, Prov1denoe, R, I.
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other than the obviouns pragmaxié raasq#t: nece®sily. Eu had to spaak

French while in school in Belgiumég Eg?hngib choioe, It vas & gi#en,

And when forced, as he was in those eaily‘wecks on ‘our retugg to Belgium -

to speak Fremch, he could — and did - alhoi?é' with great reiuc-tanca.”'
However, when one im 8 years 0ld aad in the 3rd grado in Putnay, Vcrmont,
" and when one is also the “nnw kld 1n sehogl" - 1t's puch ‘more important
to be llkc the Mrest of the gays" -A and~nnt be different. Hhoro-it

was more than =ocially acooptahlo - imdced,it was. a p051t1vo plus i

for Mere&mth to be bilinguaa, it was exactly tho opposito for Nioholaa. ;*{

He. was dlfferont fronm the othors and unnahfortablo bpcausc of ii. The
factors whlch were a plus for Moredith wqrt not for Kiaholaa.' It was

a p051tlve valuo for Meredith to be. a littla "diforenx”; for a then

8 year old Nicholas, ?@ins a; 1;5.1;@1- *umw;mm amogative: nlu.'

‘For me, who haﬂ aavar.; : bilillmplism, and after:

not speakzng Frinéh' at all during the nﬂg?lous g mﬂnths, speaking -

' agaln felt not unliko orank;ng up a vxntagn modol.? Fard _It took

a while to sort things eu& - anﬁ-initﬁally I.uas‘*ranalatlng everything,
worrylng abaut tense, pgran, etu., farming eafh ﬂ%&d ﬁn&iviaually - ‘
a slow begrnnlng. The nomfort aoon rﬁtuxnedq aud qlpng with it the |
cmnfldance, and 1n the ond, }he laaguagt? I% was always thoro, but

it had to b@ dredged out. A disturbing yut ini&req?ing point: thaugh

the 1anguaga had returqed the “ancent" haﬂ nnt. mgis 'wan confirmod

b;,- the Cam'm.er-, o toirﬂ me ﬂmt my“‘m;f‘f m drteripratad bamy

over the 9 months auay from'Bruosiﬁg @'fer't@o ahiﬁdren, when

the language renppearad it reappearo_ ant;éipxds g;d mugic togsther'_

as they_had fzrst loaxned it, I had leawa&ﬁ the laaauago pleoemeal -

and so 1% returged - in piqgop, the praug;gigtion foklowing the words.
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Since our Etay in Belgium was for léss than 3 momths, my pronunoxa*ion S

never reacheﬁ its prq—U.S. level.

5
more tlme and. practlce, it would hava.'

I do thlnk, howuver, tha& uithl
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Chaptar Vs Summa:ys Ramifications aud Rslmﬁancj to Ql&ssréoﬁ Teaching

After steppinmg back o analyzo, contrast and unmpare my
 sacond lpnguag@ acqulsltmon process with thai of my children's, I can
' make some gannral obsarvaﬁlona relevan$ tp soaond langnage 1earning and
teachlng. It seems to me thax secmnd 1amguago 1narn1ng neodu mzmio _
flrst 1anguagn loaraing as cloualy an 19 boasihlo. Hhoroas ny learmlng
of French dlda't my chlldron's loarning »f French approzimatod nore -
closely tha flrst language oxpcrianoo. thay had an iuirednctory pcriod
-of Just liatemiug to the 1anguage, watching 1t work, hoarlng phraaes
ropetltively, and not having 10 use the languagn until thoy folt cnmfor—
table with i%, untll it became a natural.axtons1on. -They then had the
' tlme, confldence and motivaxlon to nx@onimont with small chunks - having
no fear of "maklng mistakes." Since thqy”had becn totally surrounded
by the lamguage in;tzally, to finally use ‘litile bits and plcoes was
comfortable as well p: meaningful amd rnlavant to their funationing.
- They got immediate faedback from these inxtlal _speaking veniures and
1ittle by little, as in firet 1aagnage‘a,o ﬁwﬁien, their command of
vocabulary and structure grow. Bacauao %hny were in the midst of the
language, and oomfortahle with %ho nammﬂn“an& En*ona$ions, they added
to their whole 1anguago mind sot, ra&ha 'than eqnaming one laaguagn
toqtha othora B@aanso af%or a whilo !Eonmh was oomrartable and naxuraI;

it was mastaro@.- And becanso thsy ma:a

_ldrsn, as opp»ued to 1n£ants,
: the process took 3-6 monthe as oppesgﬁ 13 2—3 yearu. Iz my case, I
:jﬂmuwaﬁo;; on day #1 we |

-Pregardlosa whother or not

was allowed ro loxury of am 131t1a1w;'

e

were expected Lo repuat wha¢ ho had haarﬁ

we had understuod. Without this preparaxor: porio&, it was almost
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impossible to dunlicame authentioally 1ha Frmnoh pronunczaxion - or

w

f:to speak naturally without transla?ing rst. Sppaking?nawurﬁlly came

‘1n tmma but only after extensmve use in daah$o-day 1ife, - Bgcause T

hadn't beern given the time to asaim:la&e and ‘become comfor*able with

the new seounds, the sounds were t@ rona&u always “feroign"--pronnnoim— o - g
tion was alwaya to be separaxe from g&noapnlary The 1auguage, for S
me, was never a totality. " _-jwfﬁﬁﬁg.'f '

o Thoroforo, in drawing from this rptr«upootive analys;s,
I feel that 1anguaga teaching in tho olaasroom ngedn to apprnximame
as closely as is practically possiblc, ;imst languagu loarnilg, Thax
713, that it be in a totally 1m-or51vm aetting (auly thn targnt 1angnago'

spoken), thax it e o oomfortablo, nonpthrea$oning a;tuation, that

language be rewarded when effective, tham thﬁ 1aaguagn be relavant
and meaningful to tho studcntp, thsx thore bg a groax deal of time
for 1nterao~biom, play,- c:raa'tivitx, pra,c*tiao ami ropetitiau:n.

_ Ideally, thero weuld bo aa initial porlod of passive:
1lsten1ng - to get autuned to thp musia of tho 1anguagw, the sounds
of the language o haar aad‘ta see hqw_;t;wqus,-parhaps via
repeated film sequences portraying simélég clear aotion and appro-

priate dialogue. I seo this iﬂitial pkasm as an inpomtaut foundaxien.

had
When ‘the stndenxsﬁbeenmo more cwmﬁprtahla wiﬁh tha aaunds, and were’

ready and eager tp try languagn ausq

iwt”dqviﬁh meauing, they. aould

begln speaking.;"ﬁ" E 5 ; ‘ |
In my claBEQs thzs paat”u' 7, I harq dramm haavily

'from our legian oxnprzancg, uqing grnh : auata of 1anguagn with

"doing® ’ grea¢ amounts of ro?otitien, .gﬁ%ing the "ﬁoing“; .

minimizing the ”oxplaan#agﬂ-a@d:aluaya*trying for ralevaut and




- 24 -

meaningful exercises. Wor example, I hava used o:tenslvolx exeroians

from Live Action Englisg, basicaily'a.TPR approach to 1angnage 1oaraing"

by whlch the rstuderts carry oub and then instruct each oth&r in‘a series

of commands whmle 1earning the a@propriamo vooabulary Ths situatlans

are common and everyday, incorporating aimplc, everyday 1angnago One_

s1tua¢1@m, for example, inrolv«s washing onsts handa and iuoaﬁporaﬁes
vocabulary such as "Turn ox the. wasor“; “Piek up the . soap ,'“Turn off
the wa.tor“ and mo on. I give each stnden'& a Fmall soap aand ’cmrel =0
that they can fuse the vocabulary %0 thﬁ aetion/meaniag. We also do
a lot of ro%e playing, uaing avoryday Iangnagy and situstions - 1.o.
'8r000ryfnlothes shopping, going to the ﬁaator's offioa, making a@painj—
ments over the phone, 1nterview1ng for a aeb, and the 11kc. - *\uw

| My students learn in an alléEngiish classroom. If there
are qaéétions, they must query me in Emgiish as best they can. If
there is chatter, it muat be in Englibh, e 1iuten to tapes of many
dlfferent 1anguages to compare ané can$raat Yhe musmo, stress, inxo-
nation, to be awars thax language is Faro thpapvocahulary.

In summary, our e:@ar omﬁn in.Belgium, coupled with the

;chance to analyze 1t has contr1bnta& mueh %0 my understanding and
appreciatmon of the di*fioultios tha 1an§uage learnsr faoes. I hopo'

that this 1nsight serves also to holp‘me be a more sensitive, effective

teacher,
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