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Is Oral Proficiency Possible
with Today’s French Textbooks?

JOEL WALZ

“In Paris they simply opened their eyes and stared when
we spoke to them in French. We never did succeed in
making those idiots understand their own language.™

TO SAY THAT THE CONCEPT OF PROFICIENCY HAS
come to dominate the field of foreign language
teaching in the United States is almost an un-
derstatement. The October, 1984 issue of For-
eign Language Annals, the Fall, 1984 issue of Die
Unterrichtspraxis, the 1984, 1985, and 1986
volumes of the ACTFL Foreign Language
Education Series, and the 1985 Northeast and
Southern Conferences on Language Teaching,
as well as a number of individual articles in
other sources, are all dedicated to this theme.?2
Defined by Liskin-Gasparro as “the ability to
function effectively in the language in real-life
contexts,” proficiency is most closely associated
with oral proficiency, so much so that the dis-
cussions one reads seem to limit the concept to
the speaking skill.? Magnan attributes this to
the fact that the only proficiency test developed
so far is one for speaking ability.*

Focusing attention on the speaking skill in
classroom teaching should not surprise or cause
worry. Students nearly always express speak-
ing ability as their primary interest in learning
a language, and teachers rely on it to develop
the other skills. Oral proficiency is a logical ex-
tension of the emphasis on communication we
have been reading about for fifteen years; it
cannot be seen as a change in direction, but
rather as a concentration of effort.> We wish
to produce students who can communicate in
the target language with monolingual native
speakers.

The question this article asks is whether this
goal is reasonable or even possible given the
most important pedagogical materials avail-
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able: textbooks. It will attempt to answer that
question by using French as the language for
analysis.® Since virtually all college-level foreign
language textbooks published in the United
States are written along structural lines, the de-
scription of the French language in these books
has been examined to see if it lends itself to the
acquisition of a functional speaking ability.
While it seems logical that a notional/functional
approach would be more appropriate for the
development of proficiency, all the discussions
of this approach during the last ten years have
not led to more than token presentations in
American textbooks. Since textbook authors
and publishers have chosen a structural ap-
proach, they must be evaluated in that respect.”

This analysis is based on an examination of
twenty-two textbooks for the teaching of college
French on the elementary level published in the
United States.® The level is important because
most students of foreign languages in the
United States are enrolled at the elementary
level. The twenty-two textbooks were selected
from those published or re-edited since 1981;
all are widely advertised and sold. Although no
precise statistics are available, these books
probably capture most of the US market. The
year (1981) is arbitrary, but is recent enough
to allow authors to incorporate the latest
theories in language acquisition and teaching
for proficiency.

The textbooks involved are basically of two
types: 1) written entirely in French (eight of the
present sample). The teacher presents the
material for the first time in class, and students
study it at home afterwards; 2) grammar ex-
planations in English (fourteen). Often, stu-
dents prepare before class so that less time is
spent in class on explanation and mechanical
drill and more time is given to communication.

Several aspects of each book have been ana-
lyzed: 1) the goals set forth by the authors in
the preface, introduction, or teacher’s manual



14

will determine whether oral proficiency is an
objective and how important it is; 2) phonol-
ogy is represented by the pronunciation sections
in the book. The argument over the accuracy
of pronunciation versus comprehension of the
message is not addressed here. This analysis
will concentrate on the authors’ attitudes
toward oral language; 3) morphology is ana-
lyzed in several features since it must come to
terms with the differences between oral and
written forms, a striking feature of French. De-
pending on the structure, oral forms may be
more (e.g., numbers) or less (e.g., postnomi-
nal adjectives) complicated than written forms.
Obviously, for students to learn to speak, they
must learn oral forms; 4) the syntax of spoken
French is studied with regard to usage. Text-
books often present forms that are not com-
monly used, and most non-natives acquiring a
language in a classroom learn a style that is too
formal. In a worse case, they study forms that
are not used by native speakers and that have
little communicative value. On the other hand,
certain syntactic constructions that exist only
in speech must be taught if students are to learn
to communicate with native speakers. Because
the goal is to describe American textbooks of
elementary French in general, references to
specific texts will not appear.

ANALYS1S OF OBJECTIVES

The objectives set forth in all of the textbooks
included in this study are general, even vague.
That is not surprising, since the purpose of
publishing a textbook is to create as large a
market as possible; singling out specific skills
to develop would only serve to eliminate poten-
tial customers. Given this fact, several authors
do make relatively strong statements. Most talk
of a “four-skills approach,” yet the only skill
singled out for mention is speaking. Three of
the books have “conversational” in the title.
Some of the authors’ comments are: “speaking
is seen as the major component of the class
period”; “. . . emphasizes active use of the
spoken language in meaningful contexts”; “lis-
tening, understanding, and speaking are of pri-
mary importance, and writing should not be
allowed to come first. . . . Students will learn
how to write what they can already understand
and say”; “there will be no interference from
reading and writing unless the oral language
has been allowed to slip into second place”; “the
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book’s format enables students to learn to speak
the language quickly.” One author quotes the
President’s Commission on Foreign Language
and International Studies as saying that in-
struction should concentrate on speaking and
understanding before other skills. It is safe to
say that all the books include the speaking skill
as a major component; most stress_it. Con-
versely, none has reading or writing as the pri-
mary skill. Thus, it does seem valid to analyze
the contents of the books for their ability to pro-
mote oral proficiency.

Joel Walz

PHONOLOGY

Phonology 1s represented as phonetics in pro-
nunciation sections in most of the books. Two
books, both espousing the direct method, give
only a note or two, no doubt relying on the
teacher to model and correct pronunciation
throughout the course. Of the other twenty,
four present a full chapter at the beginning of
the book or as an appendix, seven have sections
in each chapter for half or more of the book,
and five throughout the entire text, while four
relegate pronunciation to the lab manual.

Eight books use a phonics approach, which
starts with spelling and attempts to derive the
correct pronunciation, This method reflects
what some think students ordinarily do in their
study of the language. On the negative side,
phonics encourages students to concentrate on
spelling irregularities rather than on the more
coherent oral forms, it perpetuates the false
notion that pronunciation is based on spelling,
and it leads to bizarre statements such as “nasal
vowels . . . are caused by the presence of n or
m” and “pronounced consonant other than se.”
Twelve books use a phonetics approach, which
starts with a French sound, describes it, and
then gives possible spellings that represent it.

Regardless of the approach they use in pre-
senting French pronunciation, textbook authors
seem dedicated to conveying information on the
theoretical level. Fifteen of the twenty books
examined give articulatory information, while
five provide only exercises for practicing sounds
that (we assume) the teacher has described in
class.? Surprisingly, seventeen of the twenty
books present even more theoretical informa-
tion on the phonological level, especially with
respect to the distribution of mid-vowels, nasal
vowels and consonants, and mute ¢. Such infor-
mation implies the authors’ belief that, even at
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the elementary level, students are capable of
assimilating information of an abstract nature
about pronunciation and that such an assimila-
tion will result in improved pronunciation.

MORPHOLOGY

On the morphological level, adjective agree-
ment is a structure where written forms may
be more numerous than oral forms. Sixteen of
the books mention the pronunciation of a silent
consonant in the feminine and another reminds
teachers of it in an overprint students do not
see, leaving five that do not give any informa-
tion on one of the most basic features of spoken
French. However, only two mention concur-
rent phonetic changes such as denasalization
(e.g., ttalienne/italien). This generally accurate
element is not represented in the authors’
grouping of adjectives, which is based entirely
on spelling. We see adjectives ending in -al to-
gether with those in -zau in the plural because
they both take -x, totally inappropriate group-
ings such as cruel, gros, and canadien, or bleu,
brun, and content, and a number of cases where
adjectives such as blanc, long, and naturel are de-
scribed as “irregular” even though this classifica-
tion is valid only in writing. While students are
reminded of pronunciation, most descriptions
are structured according to the written forms.
The frequent mention of the adjective marron,
invariable in French, so early in these elemen-
tary texts seems to show that authors were
searching for as many different kinds of written
forms as possible rather than for a useful
vocabulary.

The situation worsens considerably with pre-
nominal adjectives. Because of liaison obligatotre
whenever a noun starting with a vowel follows,
the oral system for this class of adjectives is
quite complex. A prenominal adjective may
have only two oral forms (jolt) or as many as
six ( grand ). Only four of the twenty-two books
mention pronunciation changes. Nine books
mix pre- and postnominal adjectives in the
original presentation and as early as page 19
in a 485-page book. Many books present this
class of adjectives before page 60. In contrast,
in an older textbook written by a noted linguist,
singular prenominal adjectives appear on page
195 and plurals on page 346. Clearly, the
author has taken into account the complexity
of the oral system and has delayed its introduc-
tion until students have a better grasp of the
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language. A typical textbook presents twelve
adjectives showing fifty-two oral forms. From
a strictly oral point of view, prenominal adjec-
tives are more complicated than all the regular
verb forms of French, yet no book would ever
introduce -er, -ir, -ir + -iss, and -re verbs in one
lesson. Spelling is clearly the only difference.

All books teach the masculine, prevocalic forms

of beau, nouveau, and vieux, but almost none
mention adjectives such as dernter, which
undergo the same phonetic change with no con-
current spelling change. ! As a result, students
can say they have “un nouvel appartement,” but
it cannot be on the “premier” or the “dernier étage.”
This will serve as the first example of a pos-
sible answer to the complaint that language
textbooks in the United States are much too
long and complicated to be taught adequately
in one year.!! Failure to take into account the
complexity of oral forms in a program stress-
ing the speaking skill may be one cause of this
problem.

Another example of ignoring complexity is
the presentation of numbers. Unlike regular,
variable adjectives (e.g., vert) with two oral and
four written forms, numbers are more compli-
cated in pronunciation than in writing (e.g.,
six = /sis/, /siz/, or /si/). Fourteen of the
twenty-two books give complete information on
the different pronunciation of numbers one
through ten. However, one teaches zero through
sixty at one time, or a total of approximately
109 oral forms (albeit with considerable redun-
dancy). Three texts present one to a billion in
one lesson. The numbers zero through ten alone
have twenty-two possible oral forms, yet twelve
of the twenty-two books attempt to teach more,
and very early in the beginning course. A typi-
cal presentation of 60 to 7,000 includes the
spelling of each form, comments on the idio-
syncratic spelling features (e.g., deux cents vs.
deux cent un), and no pronunciation. Thus,
books often teach written forms twice and oral
forms not at all for words frequently spoken and
almost never written. In order to write com-
prehensive descriptions of grammar, the
authors are obviously relying on the fact that
written forms are superficially much simpler
than oral forms.

Another aspect of morphology where oral
forms are not more complicated than written
forms would be verbs. Among the twenty-two
presentations of stem-changing verbs such as
acheter and préférer, eleven do not give a reason
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for the actent or spelling change (two of them
stating inaccurately that it causes a change in
pronunciation), and two say it is due to a pro-
nunciation change but do not indicate what that
change is Seven indicate the pronunciation
change, but only two of twenty-two offer an ex-
planation, even though most explain the dis-
tribution of these vowels in separate pronun-
ciation sections. Since this class of verbs con-
tains several of high frequency in a communi-
cation setting (acheter, sappeler, espérer, préférer ),
it is an important one to teach. Surely, an
incorrect vowel substitution such as */nu re
pa 18/ or * 3 ma pol/ is as serious a mistake
as */il vgl/, but since the changes are repre-
sented only as accent marks in writing, they do
not draw the authors’ interest. These verbs de-
serve much more attention than they currently
receive.

The verbs prendre and venir underline still an-
other inconsistency. My analysis sought men-
tion of phonetic changes and a possible expla-
nation of denasalization, because the contrast
ils viennent/il vient is difficult for anglophones and
affects comprehensibility. Only five books indi-
cate pronunciation changes for both verbs,
while three others describe one verb but not the
other. Fourteen do not mention pronunciation.
With pouvotr and vouloir, examples of mid-vowel
raising in French, only three books give the stu-
dent indications of correct pronunciation while
another shows the three written stems. Two
others remind teachers in marginal notes to
model the correct pronunciation. Sixteen give
no indication of pronunciation at all. On the
other hand, eighteen of the twenty-two teach
the two verbs together; perhaps we can assume
that this approach is due to phonetic similari-
ties.

An obvious assumption on the phonological
and morphological levels is that the teacher will
always model the correct pronunciation. The
notion that certain elements lacking in a text-
book will be filled in by the teacher must be
rejected. Materials writers cannot determine
what teachers will or will not do. Also, the same
argument could be applied to every lacuna in
a textbook, making any evaluation impossible.
Furthermore, fourteen of the twenty-two books
in this study have rules in English, which en-
courages students to prepare before class, before
hearing the instructor’s model.
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SYNTAX

The last aspects of this analysis involve syn-
tax and usage (or situations where the native
speaker has a choice between two or more
forms). Obviously, the non-native speaker
should choose the more frequent form assum-
ing that the register is appropriate. Textbooks
do consider this goal appropriate. In one we
read that the book presents “elements most fre-
quently used by native speakers in daily life”
and in another “a practical, functional knowl-
edge of French as it is spoken today by native
speakers in real-life situations.” If the more fre-
quent form is also easier for the learner to ac-
quire, then textbook writers have an added in-
centive to develop that form pedagogically.

The first item of concern here is question for-
mation. In a study of elementary French stu-
dents at Indiana University, Albert Valdman
found that inversion was quite difficult for stu-
dents and delayed the acquisition process. His
discovery led him to use intonation as the main
form of questioning in pedagogical materials,
even to the use of the controversial form with
interrogative adverbs.'? While questions such
as Comment tu tappelles? may be considered sub-
standard by purists and educated native speak-
ers, most interrogatives, such as Vous allez bien?
are not. A surprising result of the study is that
fifteen books make no distinction whatsoever
in the usage of intonation, est-ce que, and inver-
sion. This lapse is not an attempt to save space,
because the books discuss structure. One text
has a ten-line chart for all the possible word
orders with inversion, but no mention of style
or frequency. Another states that “the simplest
way” is with est-ce gue, which is not true. A third
lists intonation as a fifth possibility, while
another that stresses the primacy of the spoken
language equates inversion and est-ce que and
mentions intonation in a one-line footnote. One
implies that ai-je is the preferred form; another
states that puis-je is commonly used. To sum-
marize: the authors present bizarre and inaccu-
rate information, but only seven of twenty-two
state simply that inversion is more formal than
intonation.

Presentation of the future tenses also neglects
information on usage. The compound future
formed by a conjugated form of aller and an in-
finitive and usually called the futur proche, is
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used, in principle, for the immediate future
while the simple tense is for more distant
events. Recent research has shown that the futur
proche also implies more certainty.!3 In reality,
futurity is so subjective that the futur proche
serves most purposes in conversation, and the
distinction between the two becomes almost one
of style. Only three of the twenty-two textbooks
explain to students that the future proche is a con-
versational style. Only one states that it is
almost always acceptable, but this is under-
standable because an author cannot introduce
a new tense such as the simple future complete
with a list of irregular stems and then state that
you do not have to use it. Eight books indicate
the difference between immediate and general
future. Eleven indicate no difference at all. The
strange observations noted with interrogatives
continue: one book states that the future is used
less often than “other” tenses. Surely, the deci-
sion to talk about the future, the present, or
the past is not a grammatical one. Another
book gives equivalent sentences using the
present, futur proche, and futur simple to express
the same ideas. A third refers to the future simple
as the “regular future” with no explanation, and
then lists all the irregular forms. Still another
calls it the “true” future; we can only wonder
what students will think of the futur proche.
The formation of interrogative sentences and
the expression of future events are interesting
problems to study. Two or more forms exist for
each, yet in both cases the simpler form for
non-natives is also the one most frequently used
by native speakers.!* This is a sort of pedagogi-
cal nirvana almost completely ignored by text-
book authors. They have a tendency to teach
items simply because the items exist and not
because of any usefulness or frequency.!® As
mentioned above, the adjective marron appears
frequently in initial presentations of adjectives,
probably because of its unusual form. In an
earlier study, I found the same tendency in
textbooks with regard to relative pronouns
(e.g., lequel ). Writers present as many forms as
possible without considering whether students
can learn them or native speakers use them.!6
Thé last aspect of syntax I wish to analyze
here is dislocation. This is the tendency in
French to represent an idea twice in the same
sentence, once as a noun and once as a pro-
noun. For example, Du gdteau, jaime ga, mot.
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Cake is represented by gdtean and ¢a and the
speaker by j’and mo:. According to Calvé, the
essence of communication is to present new
ideas, and this syntactic manipulation exists to
put privileged information at the points in the
sentence that draw attention.!” As long ago as
1921, Bally pointed out that dislocation is one
of the most striking characteristics of spoken
French. His belief that the listener must make
an effort to reestablish the logical order of the
sentence could be applied to non-native speak-
ers.!®* The phenomenon is so pervasive in
French that students would have to possess at
least a passive knowledge to function profi-
ciently.

All textbooks teach object and tonic pro-
nouns (the main ingredients in dislocation).
None mentions, however, that it is possible to
have an object pronoun and noun for the same
referent in a sentence, although four list this
structure when presenting tonic pronouns.
Textbooks rely heavily on transformation exer-
cises (converting nouns to pronouns), thereby
increasing the likelihood that students will con-
sider them mutually exclusive and not under-
stand forms such as_Je ne laime pas, ce café. When
presenting tonic pronouns, all twenty-two
books list emphasis as one use, but eighteen
limit that possibility to the subject of the sen-
tence. Eleven of the eighteen list tonic pronouns
for stress only at the beginning of the sentence.
Thus, sentences such as: 1) Lui, je ne lai pas vu;
2) Je ne le connats pas, mot, basic to the language,
are not covered.

One may conclude that Valdman and Warri-
ner-Burke were correct when they stated that
dislocation, an important feature of spoken
French, is ignored in French textbooks.!? Only
four in this group present tonic pronouns before
page 100, yet the structure is essential to com-
prehension-based instruction and teaching in
the target language if students are to answer
questions authentically.

CONCLUSIONS

To summarize, only three of the twenty-two
books explain the oral forms of the language
consistently and use them to structure their pre-
sentations. Ten other books mention oral forms
inconsistently. The other nine use only the writ-
ten language in their explanations. For many
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years linguists have been calling for more atten-
tion to oral forms. At first, they were simply
reflecting the influence of structural linguistics,
but many others since then have called for more
realistic descriptions of language.2° If we follow
Peacock’s advice that grammatical statements
must be relevant to specific goals of instruction,
then any serious move toward oral proficiency
in French will require important changes in
textbooks.?!

It would be interesting to know why French
textbooks have not changed despite a genera-

tion of emphasis on the speaking skill. Of

course, written language is the traditional form
for pedagogical grammars. Writers and espe-
cially publishers are hesitant to try anything
new.

In the past, linguists went too far in their
claims and in the materials they prepared.
Some books in French from the 1960s would
require coursework in applied linguistics to
teach effectively. Few textbooks written pri-
marily by linguists have been financially suc-
cessful. Also rather obvious is the fact that
books are written, and it is easier to represent
the written language than the oral. Students arc
used to learning the written language in their
native tongue. Ask English speakers how to
make nouns plural, and they will answer: “add
an s or e5,” but never “add /s/, /z/, or [2z/.”
In French written forms are often superficially
simpler; numbers and prenominal adjectives
are a good example of this tendency. More cco-
nomical graphic presentations are pleasing to
publishers, who save space and therefore
money. Also, it is easier to study written forms

so that students can prepare lessons outside of

class. Furthermore, academic purism prevents
many writers from describing the spoken lan-
guage as it exists. Written language has always
enjoyed more prestige.

Despite these traditions we need to remedy
several problems. First, many introductory
French college textbooks base their presenta-
tions on the written forms of the language; they
fail to provide information on the oral forms,
yet seek to develop oral proficiency. This prac-
tice is contradictory and probably counterpro-
ductive.

Second, many of the books included in my
study are inconsistent. Most teach in pronun-
ciation sections all the phonetic information
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necessary to understand the morphology, but
o not repeat or refer to this information at ap-
propriate times. This leads students and many
pedagogues to believe that pronunciation and
speaking are separate skills, and on a deeper
level, that phonology and morphology are
mutually exclusive. A much more effective ap-
proach is that of one author who uses the num-
bers one through fen to introduce the concepts
linison, elision, and silent and pronounced final
congonants. Presentations of syntax seem to
rellect what purists think the French ought to
say, but they do not represent how educated
native speakers really talk.

‘I'hird, many books include language forms
simply because they exist, and these are always
written forms. Since a major complaint in the
United States is that textbooks present too
much material, these forms should be high on
(he list of possibilities for elimination.

IFourth, textbooks fail to consider oral com-
plexity in the ordering of presentations. The
examples from this study are teaching prenomi-
nal and postnominal adjectives together (very
carly in the course) and teaching stem-changing
verbs in footnotes. This oversimplification is
(rimental to the goal of oral proficiency.
I'ifth, textbooks do not take current usage
into account. Moody describes the grammati-
cal system of the typical textbook as fifty years
old.#2 Others have commented on the “text-
bookish” speech of our students.?® This result
is certainly not new; the frustration felt by
Mark Twain, quoted at the beginning of this
article, shows that for a long time we have been
teaching languages that exist only or primarily
in written form. Bonin found that advanced
stuedents could not understand spoken collo-
quial French.?* Students using the language de-
seribed in today’s textbooks cannot be expected
(o produce comprehensible speech. The prob-
lemt is deflinitely not limited to French. Ruiz
stated that elementary Spanish textbooks do not
retlect the majority of the discoveries of linguis-
ties and language acquisition research of recent
vears and do not accurately describe authentic
"\,p(.t\‘.}l_ﬂ Studying German textbooks pub-
lished between 1967 and 1972, Clausing dis-
covered that authors do not replicate spoken

lll.

B
German accurately.=*

Authors of French textbooks have made one
jmportant step in the direction of materials
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preparation in recent years. Several books on
the market systematically include open-ended
activities where students can supply original
sentences and communicate with each other.
It is clear from this analysis that considerable
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Correction

THE WINTER 1985 ISSUE OF THE MODERN LAN-
guage Journal contained an error in the title of
Claire Kramsch’s article. The correct title
should be: “Literary Texts in the Language

Classroom: A Discourse Perspective.” We
regret this oversight and hope that it has not
inconvenienced our readers. DPB.

Video Exchange Network Formed

AN INTERNATIONAL VIDEO EXCHANGE NETWORK —
Reseau Video Correspondence— has been started by
the French organization BELC. The project
aims to create an international exchange net-
work where groups or individuals interested in
producing video programs could exchange their
products and thus “correspond” with other

groups or individuals within it. The programs
can deal with any subject the producers con-
sider important and be aimed at any group of
recipients. Information can be obtained from:
BELC, 9 rue d’Action linguistique, Aleksan-
terinkatu 19 A, SF-00100 Helsinki 10, Finland.



