
 

 

Patrick Kirkham, France – summer 2012 
 
A four week intensive French course at Rambouillet, France. 
 
Studying 

On the first day we were given a written and oral test to decide which of the four groups we were in. I was in 
Saint Tropez, the highest group which was tailored for those on the B1 or B2 level. Thankfully, my rusted A-
level French came quickly back to me.  

The class had around ten people in it, though each week new students would arrive and others would depart 
with people’s time in Rambouillet ranging from nine months to a week. We had six hours of lessons each 
day; the morning focussing mainly on grammar and the afternoon on spoken French. As there were people 
from all around the world in the class the entire six hours were conducted entirely in French. This naturally 
continued outside of the class room meaning that, even with fellow Anglophones, I would speak French at 
mealtimes. I found this aspect particularly helpful as when you learn a word in French with a French 
definition rather than relying on its English twin – as not all French words have neat English equivalents, and 
vice versa – it became easier to “think” in French. 

Grammatical topics changed each week. We looked at the subjunctive, complex tenses (such as the 
conditional past and the pluperfect), the effect of a complementary direct object on agreement, hypotheses 
and much more. This was a lot more fun than it may sound! The amount of vocabulary I learnt each day was 
incredible, aided by looking at varied topics such as Le Petit Nicolas, the environment, religion, politics, the 
eurozone, the Olympics and many other fascinating themes. The afternoons provided opportunities for 
debate and presentation. The highly trained staff was always on hand to help. Sometimes we did cultural 
quizzes and games such as taboo and murder mystery hunt which involved running across the entire site to 
find clues.  

Every Monday morning and Friday afternoon we had workshops. We were free to choose whichever was 
most beneficial for our personal needs and sometimes these classes could be as small as two students. 
Options included idiomatic expression, reading the news, specialist grammar and how to talk at length 
without preparation. There was always the option of working in the language laboratory where we could 
improve our pronunciation or listening skills.  

Cultural Immersion 

Being immersed in day-to-day French life was also important. I was able to order food and tickets more 
confidently than I had been before, and could engage in small talk with any French people I met. It was also 
helpful to discuss French politics and issues which are historically important in the country. It’s no use being 
able to read a French newspaper if you confuse Mitterand and Chiraq or Hollande and Sarkozy, or even your 
camembert and your brie! Being fluent in the culture is equally important as being fluent in the language and 
exploring French life, especially the bits which are so different to English life, was extremely rewarding. 

 


