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Control is an interesting word. It is derived from the Medieval Latin word for copying an account, or an audit, ‘to roll against’. Today, control is something we worry about. Parents are too controlling, teenagers are out of control, society is out of control, and generally, most people believe that the classroom all about control. And I suppose it is, when we consider the current meaning of the word control that most interests me today, that of ‘having power over’. 
My subtitle, pressure and pleasure for teenagers, and teachers, learning French, refers to the very fine line that we sometimes experience between pressure and pleasure. The adrenalin that comes from the pressure of some activities in life can be pleasant and pleasurable. Indeed, for many teens, school vacillates between a place of pressure and pleasure, sometimes both in the one day, or both in the one class. 
What I’d like to examine today is the experience of learning French in the secondary classroom, structured around a series of four questions that Leni Dam, a Danish secondary school teacher of English, uses to organise her classroom (Dam, 1995, p.2). She writes, 

“In the mid-1970s I started for the first time to work with pupils of 14-16 years in unstreamed language classes. I was up against the tired-of-school attitude that this age group often displays, as well as a general lack of interest in English as a school subject.”

Leni Damchanged her approach, and began to involve her learners in the decision-making processes of the classroom. She used a series of four questions as a basis for this reorganization:

1. What are we doing?

2. Why are we doing it?

3. How are we doing it?

4. With what results?

I’d like to examine briefly each of these four questions, but not on a micro level of an individual classroom, but instead on macro level of learning French in Ireland’s schools today and reflecting on some of my experiences coordinating our French evening language courses in Trinity. 
The first question may seem very basic, what are we doing? You, along with your pupils, are all involved in the business of teaching and learning French. However, this doesn’t happen in a vacuum, but instead within the context of the Irish education system, and the syllabus and assessment from the Department of Education and Science, which asks you to focus on basic communicative proficiency, language awareness and cultural awareness. All this takes place against a backdrop of changing pupil profiles in the so-called ‘new’ Ireland, pupils who are often multilingual, including pupils who may already speak French, but who are not literate in French. Finally, the real-life context of the teaching and learning of French occurs within the pressure-cooker of a state examination system, and university matriculation requirements. 

In reality, what often happens within a system like this is that French is taught like any other subject at school, mainly as a result of large class sizes and the pressures felt by teachers, pupils and parents that are imposed by the ever-present shadow of exams. And there are many stakeholders in this perspective of French as a subject, not least school management, individual school departments and parents, perhaps it is a safer and easier way to view a living language as a subject that can be packaged up into a sequence of topics like any other content subject. But of course, French is not a subject like geography or biology. As we’ll consider in a moment, language is very different. We learn through language, we develop mentally through language, we use language to organise the future and remember the past. 

Another reality check in the system of what teaching French entails is that any focus grammar has long been absent from the overall school curriculum, and so language teachers find themselves in the breach teaching about tenses, modes, grammatical gender and syntax. Grammar is not unique to French or Spanish or German, but somehow it becomes the job of each foreign language teacher in the absence of an integrated language curriculum which would help pupils make connections between English, Irish, French and other languages they may know. Somehow, learning a language is regarded in some quarters as a long, lonely road, with no U-turns allowed. However, a more useful analogy is ‘spaghetti junction’, the complicated motorway interchange in England. We do not have separate, non-communicating ‘compartments’ in our brain for different languages; our language proficiency is inextricably bound up with the other languages we know and use, and indeed our pre-existing knowledge and world-view. Language learning is not a linear process like a lonely road stretching into the wilderness, but very quickly, learners are able to make connections with the other languages they know, as well as their mother tongue(s), and U-turns are all part of the process of consolidating new knowledge. 
From the perspective of the pupil, for some of them what learning French actually entails, realistically, is learning French at school only to forget it later in life, perhaps because of the lack of easy opportunities to further their knowledge or to meet French speakers. Thankfully, this is not always the case. The development of Institution-Wide Language Programmes at universities such as Trinity, UCD and elsewhere means that increasingly, all university students have the opportunity to maintain their language proficiency whether or not they choose to study a language as a component of their degree subject. However, within programmes like these, we again witness the lack of ability on the part of many students to make connections between other languages and French, and a constant preoccupation with assessment and marks, a topic to which I will return shortly.  
To move on from my appraisal of what we are doing, let’s turn to why we are doing it. I suppose there are two key reasons which may have motivated some or many of you to train as language teachers: the love of language and the love of French, both of which we may wish to convey to our learners. French has long been esteemed by many people who don’t speak it, perhaps for all the wrong reasons, and in ignorance. Consider what Charles Dickens writes in the passage in Nicholas Nickleby where Nicholas is quizzed about French by the tax collector, Mr Lillyvick. He asks Nicholas, 

“What sort of language do you consider French, sir?” “How do you mean, asked Nicholas. “Do you consider it a good language, sir?” said the collector; “a pretty language, a sensible language?” “A pretty language certainly,” replied Nicholas; “and as it has a name for everything, and admits of elegant conversation about everything, I presume it is a sensible one.” “I don’t know,” said Mr Lillyvick doubtfully. “Do you call it a cheerful language now?” “Yes,” replied Nicholas, “I should say it was, certainly.” “It’s very much changed since my time, then,” said the collector, “very much”. 

In any case, the French language, or rather, French languages, and French cultures, have much to teach us, including teaching us about our own languages. And of course, although there may be much doom and gloom in the popular press about the future of modern foreign languages and the role of French in the world, the French language remains resolutely a world language
, spoken on all of the world’s continents in 55 countries by some 182 million speakers, most of whom are native-speakers, and by some 80-100 million learners. The presence of French as official language in international organisations continues. It is one of two official languages of the International Olympics Committee, NATO and the OECD; one of three official languages of North American Free Trade Association and the World Trade Organization; it is one of four official languages of Amnesty and Interpol, and one of six official languages for the Red Cross/Crescent, the United Nations and the World Health Organization, as well as a de facto working language within all EU institutions and agencies. French remains popular in Ireland beyond school: the Alliance Française in Dublin is the third largest Alliance Française
 in Europe, with more than 5000 people enrolled annually. 
Secondly, there is also the love of language itself. 
Why is language so special? The Curriculum and Examinations Board
 (1987, p.2) gave an excellent definition: 

· LANGUAGE is the chief means by which we think – all language activities, in whatever language, are exercises in thinking 

· The vehicle through which knowledge is acquired and organised

· The chief means of interpersonal communication

· A central factor in the growth of the learner’s personality

· One of the chief means by which societies and cultures define and organise themselves and by which culture is transmitted within and across societies and cultures.
Language, in all its complexity and mysteries, is unique to mankind (without prejudice to the types of communication that we witness between animals). In some ways, the old idea of a ‘classical education’ (whilst of course sidelining all aspects of communicative proficiency), did engage pupils with logic and reasoning, and help them to make connections within and between languages – language awareness by another name. 

The relationship between language and culture would be a discussion for another day, but we are engaged in teaching language also as a means by which culture is constructed and transmitted. Cultural awareness of course isn’t only to do with high culture – culture is simply the world around us that we all produce. For example, the fun and social nature of language is something that we all take pleasure in, whether through crosswords, jokes, puns or just plain old banter, and this too is part of a language’s culture.

This brings me to my third point, how are we doing it? A variety of attitudes and approaches to teaching and learning French is represented at this conference today, and I’m convinced that there is never one right way to achieve the intended outcomes of a curriculum, one right way to implement that curriculum. It depends on so many practical factors such as age-group, class size, resources and so forth. However, on the other hand, I am convinced of the rectitude of David’s Little’s three principles of learner involvement, learner reflection and target language, which he has propounded since the early 1990s (Little, 1991; 2007). 
Taking learner involvement and learner reflection together, the realisation that teachers simply cannot learn for their learners is a crucial step in passing over that responsibility to pupils. The relief is as big as the fear that they won’t actually learn anything! Teachers who write about their experiences of this mental and organisational power-shift in the classroom testify to its worth. Control, which may be control over small or large aspects of the classroom, topics, activities or assessment procedures, is really choice by another name: the power to choose topics, activities or assessment procedures. 
The contention that we cannot ensure what learners learn echoes what John Holt sees as the breakdown in the explanatory mode of education. He writes, 
 “We teachers, perhaps all human beings, are in the grip of an astonishing delusion. We think that we can take a picture, a structure, a working model of something, constructed in our minds out of long experience and familiarity, and by turning that model into a string of words, transplant it whole into the mind of someone else. Perhaps once in a thousand times, when the explanation is extraordinarily good, and the listener is extraordinarily experienced and skilful at turning word strings into non-verbal reality, and when the explainer and listener share in common many of the experiences being talked about, the process may work, and some real meaning may be communicated. Most of the time, explaining does not increase understanding, and may even lessen it.”(Holt, 1967, p.178)
We can’t learn for our pupils. We have to share the control, the power to choose, and the right to take initiatives. We learn through using language for ourselves.
The third principle, target language use, has been much misunderstood or misused by some practitioners and policy-makers over the years. Throwing out some aspects of mother-tongue use in the classroom really is throwing the baby out with the bathwater. However, early, regular and frequent target language use, both to learn content and to learn about language, gives pupils the tools to experience a variety of discourse roles in French. 
This notion of learning through talking, doing or using is of course nothing new or innovative, the move to the communicative approach simply echoed what was being said by some educators in the late 19th century, and ever since Aristotle, 

“Anything that we have to learn to do we learn by the actual doing of it... We become just by doing just acts, temperate by doing temperate ones, brave by doing brave ones”. 
The difference between learning French in the classroom and learning French for life is reflected in Douglas Barnes’ distinction between school knowledge and action knowledge. He describes school knowledge as, 

“the knowledge which someone else presents to us. We partially grasp it, enough to answer the teacher’s questions, to do exercises, or to answer examination questions, but it remains someone else’s knowledge, not ours. If we never use this knowledge we probably forget it.” (Barnes, 1976, p.81)
Action knowledge, on the other hand, is knowledge that we use for our own purposes that we incorporate into our own view of the world, we use parts of it for the demands of life as we experience it. Barnes says (ibid.), 

“once the knowledge becomes incorporated into that view of the world on which our actions are based I would say that it has become action knowledge”. 

Action knowledge is wonderful to see. Learning by doing is not always necessary in the process of developing action knowledge; it does not necessarily require concrete tasks with realia or props. It can also be learning by talking. But to see learners take on new information, make room for it in the way they see the world, interact with that information, and later appropriate it for their own uses and activities is without a doubt how language works. 
Language, in many ways like driving a car, involves procedural knowledge (“I know how”). Declarative knowledge, also a necessary component of language learning (“I know that”), is a very different type of knowledge. The relationship between ‘knowing that’ to ‘knowing how to’, between declarative knowledge and procedural knowledge, is enacted through use. Whilst I may know my highway code back to front, and be able to describe my engine’s constituent parts, doing a hill start or mastering parallel parking is a very different type of knowledge. And, as with all procedural knowledge, the more often we do it, the smoother it becomes. 

One simple means of breaking down the barrier between the life and the French classroom is been the two-minute talk, where learners are asked to stand up in front of the class, with or without props, and talk about absolutely anything that takes their interest. The nature of two-minute talk is that, in reality, you are almost finished by the time you start, and yet it gives just enough time to share a glimpse of hobbies and passions. It is a challenging task that requires vocabulary preparation, but with a safety net – it’s short and sweet, and an invaluable way of encouraging learners to talk about their real lives and interests. Another option is the use of online photo-journals, where students are asked to create a short record of an event or visit with photos and short annotated descriptions of each snapshot in French. Learners can be encouraged in class to create a toolkit of learning materials that can be used by all the class, such as pronunciation tips and advice, or recommended websites. 
We have all heard about the revolution of Web 2.0, the current second reincarnation of the internet as not just something to be viewed, but something which we can edit, add to, upload our views and our pictures to. Social networking is a major preoccupation of teens and university students. And yet, as many parents and teachers, I have concerns about its use in the language classroom because of the threats it can pose. Some institutions do not permit the use of sites such as Bebo and Myspace. However, there are excellent safety precautions which limit contact only with named, real, contacts. We trialled the use of Myspace in French last year, and found that students enjoyed its application in the classroom, particularly in terms of uploading French video content from Youtube, and in the creation of a class blog. I couch all this in two disclaimers: (i) “we only call it technology when it doesn’t work” – sometimes school resources are not up to the demands of group computer work, and (ii) the pedagogical aspects of social networking can quickly be sidelined. However, it is a way of helping learners engage with language learning and their peers outside the classroom in a naturalistic manner. 
Another incarnation of Web 2.0 is the wiki: a website where visitors can add to and edit shared content (wiki comes from the Hawaiian word for quick). This does not necessarily have to take the form of an encyclopedia as in the well-known website Wikipedia, but instead can be a joint class-project. A wiki is simply a shared publishing tool, where everybody can add work and edit the project. Experience from teachers who use wikis in class shows that learners generally tend to respect their peers’ online work, and that the control or power that each individual holds tends to be used wisely – pupils rarely erase or deface content created by peers (and in any case the administrator can always revert to a previous version). The responsibility that comes from power! If you are interested in a publishing some class-work using a wiki, www.wikisineducation.wetpaint.com or www.pbwiki.com offer free academic hosting, as well as a host of tips and support. 
So, having examined what we are doing, why, and how, I’d finally like to consider my fourth and final point, with what results? Is there life beyond the Leaving Certificate? Well, as someone on the other side of the Rubicon, I can confirm there is currently a healthy interest in French beyond school. However, as Little (2003) argues, this certainly depends in part on the university matriculation requirements for English, Irish and another language. Earlier in the year, Cambridge University announced that it was to drop its requirement for applicants to have a language at GCSE level, because under half of GCSE pupils at state schools in the UK do not study any foreign language at all. The Director of Admissions for the Cambridge Colleges told the BBC
: "This change will remove something which has, unfortunately, become a significant barrier impeding access to Cambridge." Whether this will happen in Ireland remains to be seen. 

The options for students to keep up their French at third-level are manifold, ranging from high-commitment options such as a SOCRATES semester or year abroad, or the lower-commitment alternative of choosing a language course as an option in the increasingly modularised Irish university system. Ireland’s linguistic landscape has changed over recent years and has opened horizons beyond the ‘Franco-French’ or ‘franco-français’ worldview. Certainly at university level, there are increasing numbers of Francophone students who seek contact with Irish students. 
The recipe for success in such contact is to encourage risk-taking, seeing French as a language in which to talk about things, rather than a subject at which one is good or bad. And ultimately, not all of us become successful speakers in the languages we learn. The dogma of the native-speaker model is not the only way. Sometimes simply being able read a novel or watch films in their original version is enough for some of us – partial competences in different languages makes sense, and of course, French certainly provides an excellent support for learning Spanish, Italian, Romanian and other Romance languages, as well as the descriptive apparatus to learn any other foreign language. 
In closing, Ireland, as a country of English-speakers, sometimes sees the language glass as half-full. English is enough, and whatever little effort we make in other languages will be more than enough. But that glass is in fact half-empty; it is impossible to quantify or describe the experiences that we miss out on by not speaking other languages. Of course, realistically, not all of the learners we teach will become fluent speakers or users of French, but what we do want to do is to ensure that learners have the skills to build on what they have learned in school, and to see language proficiency, including partial competences, as useful and fun, not just a stressful school subject to be forgotten after the exam. 
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