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 Hello Sophie. Where did you 
learn to speak such good Eng-
lish and what led you to become a 
French teacher?

 At school, my maths teacher (who 
looked a lot like Scrooge), trauma-
tised me to the point that I can’t see 
a phone number or a date now, with-
out shaking like a leaf. Fortunately, 
my English teacher was marvellous-
ly kind and funny and made learn-
ing a new language fun. It is just a 
pity I picked up his French accent! 
My parents saw how much I enjoyed 
learning languages and sent me to 
stay with a family in England during 
my holidays. This is where I learned 
to truly love the English language 
and England as the family dragged 
me all over the country, showing 
me beautiful places, and would not 
let me get away with any mistakes! 
Their daughter also became my best 
(and now oldest!) friend. Learning 
a new language goes much further 
than learning new words as it gives 

you access to a new culture and to 
different processes of thoughts. All 
this made me want to go on studying 
and also to improve knowledge of 
my own language that I am now de-
lighted to teach to non-native French 
speakers.

 Is it really true that “you can't 
teach an old dog new tricks”, or 
can anyone learn to speak French?

 My father started Spanish in his 
seventies and he is absolutely flu-
ent now. Then he decided to learn 
Mandarin. A lot of my students are 
around their 60’s or over. From 
my experience, there is no secret, 
it is all a matter of willingness and 
motivation. I study Spanish via the 
Internet on Skype and when I feel 
that I am not doing well, I can only 
put it down to lack of time during 
the week, and not my age…. Studies 
show that those who continue learn-
ing new things throughout life and 
challenge their brain are less likely 

to develop Alzheimer’s disease or 
dementia. And for those who are 
still not convinced, it seems that sex 
and language activate the same area 
of the brain better than eating choco-
late or drinking alcohol! 

 What is the best way to learn: in 
a group or via one-to-one tuition?

 Everyone has a different style of 
learning and I try to tailor the les-
sons to suit the individual. Some 
students will be more suited to 
learning within a private lesson, ei-
ther at home or via the internet and 
SKYPE, whilst for others a class-
room setting is better. The fastest 
way to learn the language is a one-
to-one lesson, as it caters completely 
to the individual needs of a student. 
A group lesson moves as slowly as 
the slowest student so this is better 
for people who find it difficult to 
stay self-motivated and who like the 
interaction with other people. Some 
of them enjoy the journey as well as 
the end result.
 I offer classes for beginners, in-
termediates and advanced, with stu-
dents moving up and down and join-
ing a group which will best fit their 
level. All my groups are small as I 
find them more efficient and friendly 
than large classes.

 Outside of the classroom, what is 

the best way to learn and practice 
French?

 The teacher opens a door and 
shows you directions to go with 
your learning. Your level of com-
mitment, your personal work and 
practice of the language will lead 
to the result you deserve. Learn-
ing a language requires a lot of 
repetition and investment, I would 
recommend plenty of reading and 
immersing yourself into the French 
way of life. Try to listen to French 
as much as possible. Watch French 
TV, listen to French radio, read a 
French newspaper or magazine. It 
will build up your confidence. Mix-
ing with French people is essential 
as it is a good way to learn the idi-
omatic usage of the language. Never 
be worried about making a fool of 
yourself or making mistakes as you 
will always learn from them. If you 
don’t know enough French people 
at the moment, just join one of my 
conversation lessons and make new 
friends! 

 How do you teach French?

 My approach will vary accord-
ing to the learner or to the group 
of learners and to me, there is not 
one way to teach a language. The 
most important of all is to adapt 
myself to the style of learning that 
best suits the individual - some 
people prefer repetition, some 
are visual learners, some need to 

just talk! For those applying for 
French nationality, a level of B1 
of the Common European Frame-
work of Reference for Languages 
(CEFR) is required and I can help 
with this. This level shows that the 
applicant can take part in a con-
versation and express themselves 
at a reasonable level. But most 
learners just want to be part of 
French life and enjoy the culture. 
As Stanley Kubrick said: “Interest 
can produce learning on a scale 
compared to fear as a nuclear ex-
plosion to a firecracker.” I try to 
be like my old English teacher - 
language should be fun and learn-
ing should be enjoyable. ■
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Getting to know... Sophie Arsac

The health benefits of a bilingual brain

 The Bugle's resident translator, Sophie Arsac, has been entertain-
ing and informing readers with her bilingual articles since 2010. 
During that time, in her role as an independent French teacher, she 
has also helped numerous expats to learn French and integrate into 
their local communities.
 Now in her 7th year working with The Bugle, we thought we'd take 
a moment to get to know Sophie better and find out the best way to 
learn a new language.

There are many good rea-
sons to learn a second lan-
guage, whatever your age. 
If you are young, studying 

more than one language can create 
job opportunities in an increasingly 
globalised world; if you are older 
and move abroad, then speaking 
the local tongue will enhance your 
experience on a social and cultural 
level. But there is also one added 
benefit that more and more stud-
ies are highlighting: speaking more 
than one language can stave off the 
effects of dementia.
 The brain is a complex organ and 
the causes of dementia are still not 
fully understood, but there is an in-
creasing body of evidence to suggest 
that polyglots will develop the dis-
ease later in life than those who only 
speak one language.
 “Being bilingual has certain cog-
nitive benefits and boosts the perfor-
mance of the brain, especially one of 
the most important areas known as 
the executive control system,” ex-
plained Ellen Bialystok, a psycholo-
gist at York University in Toronto. 
“We know that this system dete-

riorates with age but we have found 
that at every stage of life it functions 
better in bilinguals. They perform 
at a higher level. It won't stop them 
getting Alzheimer's disease, but they 
can cope with the disease for long-
er.”
 In her research, which was origi-
nally published the journal Neurol-
ogy, Bialystok looked at 211 people 
with probable Alzheimer's disease, 
102 of whom were bilingual and 
109 monolingual. She noted the age 
at which the patients' cognitive im-
pairment had started and her results 
showed that bilingual patients had 
been diagnosed an average of 4.3 
years later and had reported the on-
set of symptoms 5.1 years later than 
monolingual patients.
 Whilst even school level language 
showed some benefits, the effect 
was greatest for people who had 
to use the language every day and 
continually choose between two sets 
of words. “It works best for people 
who speak two languages every day, 
like immigrants moving to a new 
country who speak their own lan-
guage at home... but every little bit 

helps.”
 The scientist believes that the 
act of switching between different 
languages and inhibiting those that 
are not needed, stimulates the brain, 
creating a cognitive reserve. “It is 
rather like a reserve tank in a car. 
When you run out of fuel, you can 
keep going for longer because there 
is a bit more in the safety tank.”
 This last analogy is crucial, as 
repeated studies have shown that 
keeping your brain active is not 
a silver bullet against dementia, 
it will simply allow you to cope 
with the disease for longer, some-
thing that has been highlighted by 
a subsequent study by Bialystok of 
the brains of dementia sufferers. A 
group of monolingual and bilingual 
dementia patients, who were the 
same age and functioned at the same 
cognitive level, were scanned using 
a CT machine. The results showed 
that the physical effects of the dis-
ease were more advanced in the bi-
linguals' brains, even though their 
mental ability was approximately 
the same. “Apparently, the bilin-
guals' brains are somehow compen-

sating,” explained Bialystok. “Even 
though the 'machine' is more broken, 
they can function at the same level 
as a monolingual with less disease.”
 It is not just later in life that the 
benefits of speaking multiple lan-
guages manifest themselves. It has 
long been known that bilingual chil-
dren will outperform their monolin-
gual peers in certain tasks controlled 
by the executive control system, 
such as editing out irrelevant in-
formation, focusing on important 
details and prioritising. “We would 
probably refer to most of these cog-
nitive advantages as multi-tasking,” 
explained Judith Kroll, a psycholo-
gist at Penn State University in the 
US. “Bilinguals seem to be better at 
this type of perspective-taking.”
 It had previously been assumed 
that speaking multiple languages 
“confused” the brain, but the oppo-
site has now been shown to be the 
case. “The received wisdom was 
that bilingualism created confusion, 
especially in children. The belief 
was that people who could speak 
two or more languages had difficulty 
using either. The bottom line is that 

bilingualism is good for you.”
 For those of us who were not 
lucky enough to have picked up a 
second language at school, there 
are still plenty of health benefits 
to learning another tongue later 
in life... and it is never too late to 
try. “Being bilingual is one way to 
keep your brain active - it's part of 
the cognitive-reserve approach to 
brain fitness. The more the better 
and every little bit helps!” Bialystok 
concludes.
 So next time you set yourself 
health goals - be they losing weight, 
getting fit, or cutting down on your 
alcohol consumption - why not add 
a few hours of French study into the 
equation... it's a lot less tiring than 
jogging!! ■


