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Deux Mondes In Action: Creativity and Cinematic Connections

Introduction

Nestled on the outskirts of the Adirondacks, the State University of New York at Potsdam (SUNY Potsdam) brings educational opportunities to around 4,000 undergraduate students, 500 graduate students, and the surrounding community.  One of the many ways educators at SUNY Potsdam fulfill the role of educating happens in the General Education Program, at large, and the classroom of Contemporary French Language I-III, specifically. 

The General Education Program at SUNY Potsdam hopes to create a conscientious student who wishes to broaden his or her knowledge and skills.  In the spirit of broadening knowledge, students at SUNY Potsdam are encouraged and required to complete a course numbered 103 in Spanish, French, Arabic, or Mohawk.  Students may also successfully complete this requirement by earning a passing mark in any single 200-level language course within the Department of Modern Languages.  We want our students to demonstrate proficiency in at least one modern language other than English because language permits communication and understanding of various worlds.

The concept of teaching foreign language as a separate world has occurred for a very long time. In that spirit, a few years previous to the writing of this paper, the French professors – three full-time and two part-time – decided to use McGraw Hill’s textbook entitled Deux Mondes: A Communicative Approach.  In its fifth and latest edition, the textbook promises to give “an appropriate background knowledge of the communicative and cultural contexts in which language occurs” (xi).  In working with communication and culture, students will: communication in French, understand the cultures of France and the Francophone world, create connections with French to their personal lives, compare their world and the French-speaking world, and create communities via the Internet to make direct contact with the French-speaking world.  These standards are absolutely essential to learning a foreign language, but McGraw Hill forgot two important “c” words in modern language instruction: creativity and cinematic. 





Play and Piaget

The idea of play or creativity can be traced back to the Swiss developmental psychologist Jean Piaget.  Piaget divided play into three types: sensori-motor, symbolic/ representational, and games with rules.  The types of play increase in difficulty and structure.  Sensori-motor play works between the ages of infancy until age two where repeating and varying motors occur while the child is acquiring control over body movements.  In symbolic/representational play, working between age two to six, children will play with symbols and their combinations.  At the age of six, children play in a way that helps them understand cooperation and competition.

PROCESS


Dr. Mylène Catel and teaching assistant Nicholas Wright especially noticed the lack of creativity and cinematic in the Spring semester of 2006. As per department request, Dr. Catel was scheduled to teach two sections FREN 101: Contemporary French Language I and senior French, English Literature/Writing, and History major Nicholas Wright wanted some classroom experience.  After teaching the two stages in the textbook, Catel and Wright decided to present the class with a rather typical assignment, but they added a twist to things.


We asked the students to read a personal ad written in the textbook on page 58 (show pictures on www.mylenecatel.com).  After understanding the form and the style of a personal ad, the students were instructed to create their own personal ad using their knowledge of French so far.  Students were highly discouraged to ask questions regarding how to say something that they were not able to say in French or to use a dictionary online translator to find new words.  We wanted to the students to “fais ce qu’on peut avec ce qu’on a.”


Immediately the students became rather interested in this little project and wondered if we would be continuing this activity.  After contemplation and conference, Dr. Catel and I decided that we would have our 101 sections respond to each other’s personal ads.  Upon writing a reply, the students would then write again throughout the semester.  We asked the students to draw their characters and we would be planning some sort of a rendezvous for the students to meet the person who responded to their personal ad. 


Naturally such an activity has happened and does happen in many modern language classrooms throughout the world, but Dr. Catel and I did not want to take the conventional route.  We neither wanted to poll our classes nor attempt to find a common time between forty-five undergraduate student’s schedules.  We found little excitement in planning the logistics of the rendezvous.  We wanted our students to push the envelope of creativity and cinematic while learning French with us. 


Typically our students were not comfortable to step outside of the typical class games for modern language classrooms.  The typical class games consist of various versions of Hangman, Jeopardy!, Wheel of Fortune, or Memory.  On occasion a power point will be used, but the amount of excitement is lacking from these games.  Ironically, when Dr. Catel and I gave the students the chance to act in a playful manner, they chose a non-playful, dull, and boring manner.  We both pride ourselves on never teaching in such a manner and we wanted our students to do the same.


As such, Dr. Catel discovered that a computer game called the SIMS was available for usage in French. In the Sims 2 students can create people's lives and the world around them. The possibilities are endless. Students determine their character’s social life, career, and pathway to greatness or chaos! Student must create their character’s personality, their physical features, and their habiliments.  Also, students must build their character’s home and furnish it with hundreds of architecture, decor, and interior design options.   Simply put, “players create a simulated family, build them a simulated house – then put them inside the house and try to run every aspect of their lives.” 

1. Micro teaching-making a character (prelim chapters/chapter 1 Deux Mondes/DM or identity)

Demonstrate how to create the character-Monsieur 

Ask people in the audience to participate

What skills are needed?

What students learn?






Results

Once we used the SIMS in our 101 course, the students paid more attention, used more French, and enjoyed themselves more.  Dr. Catel tried the SIMS in her French 102 course and found similar results.  She also carefully planned and delivered the SIMS to her French Language and Thought I students who were asked to place a literary character into the SIMS and make them perform as they do in the novel.


Throughout this process, the students were told to keep a short journal of their thoughts and feelings about the SIMS.  We met with the students of four separate occasions to discuss their progress with the SIMS and to allow them additional opportunities to play.  The students were able to go to Dr. Catel’s office to play the SIMS too.  We also demanded the students to produce a short narration of their character based on their level of French instruction.


Next semester, Dr. Catel plans to use the SIMS in a more formal fashion in her FREN 213: Intermediate Conversation course where students must purchase the game as as one of the textbooks for the course.  


2. micro teaching- focusing on the house (chapter 4 DM furniture/il y a etc)

moving your character into his/her house

buying furniture

use of prepositions

ask people in the audience to participate

Skills Learned With The SIMS

Speaking/ Acting Skills:  Students have the ability to choose a denouement or a particular dialogue in the story and illustrate that point in the story with words.  After choosing a scene, the students create the actual dialogue for the characters.  They, then, build their knowledge of structure, imagination, and creativity.

Writing: Students have multiple opportunities to narrate their character’s life and interactions with the world.  The students are in complete control of the writing of the story and should be encouraged to use their own bank of target language structures and vocabulary.  Avoiding constant dictionary usage helps increase their confidence and surety about basic vocabulary and structure.

Listening: Students must pay attention to the needs, fears, and desires of their character.  The needs and fears are so supreme in this game because the SIM characters speak Simlich.  When students wish to comment on the action occurring on the screen, encourage them to use the target language as much as possible.  You may reinforce the target language.  Students also will have the opportunity to figure out the effect of a particular event had on their SIM.  They should, to the best of their ability, figure out the situation and the logic in the target language.
Reading: Students will be reading a lot in the SIM mode.  They will read the vocabulary, verbs, scenarios, descriptions, and intrigues of their character.  When larger texts appear on the screen, the choice the student makes will directly effect their character for better or for worse.
“SIMS can be a very useful teaching add-on to any textbook because creativity and cinematic are added to the students learning environment.  Serious fun occurs.”








- Mylène Catel





Sources For Further Reading and Research

http://www.mylenecatel.com
http://www.users.muohio.edu/shermalw/honors_2001_fall/honors_papers_2000/duffey.html
http://www.gamecabinet.com/editorials/GamePsych1.html
http://itu.dk/people/sen/phd/studyplan.pdf
http://www.soc.utu.fi/RUSE/projects/hidden_curriculum.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2006/05/07/arts/07schi.html?pagewanted=1&_r=1
http://thesis.langwidge.com/sims2_activities.php
http:///thesims2.ea.com
“Part of my teaching occurs in the realm of domestic creativity because it comes from the home.  This is what we do in a learning centered environment, we create from the home, the domestic because students become so scared and so frightened when they are immersed into the foreign.  The remedy is immersing them into the foreign, but keeping the familiar so can be creative without even realizing it.  Even when the students do not know a particular word in French, they are still moving around and are stilled cradled in this domesticity.  The cradle effect allows students to become more attached to their environment and their character. When I’m too creative people don’t like it; when students are too domestic nothing happens.  The big attraction for them and myself lies in the home, in giving your character a home, and then making the Sim live in the home or find distractions, which is a life game, a simulation of life.”







- Mylène Catel
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