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Introduction

 What identifies a culture? 

 Is it the food that is eaten? Is it the clothes that are worn? Or perhaps the habitual actions 

of members of a society? 

 Each aspect of human life is an integral facet of culture. Meals, clothes, daily activities – 

all of these and more donate an important connotation to the definition of a culture. And yet 

nothing plays a greater role in contribution to culture than the language of a people. Like a river, 

a language flows and changes, never quite appearing to stand still. Every moment of every day, 

with every word spoken by any person, from the most eloquent statesman to the most common 

laborer, a language oscillates and shifts, reflecting the unique cadence of each individual. 

 Language is not simply a mode of communication, neither simply a tool to express 

thought. Rather, language is a beautiful form of art, a phonically-pleasing, scintillating 

patchwork of rhythm and interjection, of tranquility and chaos, of contrast and synthesis. 

Language holds an unbounded power, the power to create nations, to destroy civilizations, to 

move mountains. The harnessing of language can be employed to complete extraordinary feats, 

to create masterpieces of the mind, to impart timeless knowledge. Language not only 

characterizes a speaker, but characterizes a culture. As the historian Frédérick Gersal affirms, 

« Le langage, les mots, le vocabulaire, la grammaire, les expressions sont révélateurs d’une 

période, d’un événement, d’une personnalité. » 
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 In my project, La Langue Française: La Linguistique et la Glottochronologie, I set out 

not only to identify the change of the language over time, but to identify a culture, a culture 

characterized by the most beautiful language in the world, a majestic river which has wound 

ceaselessly throughout the twisting course of history for countless generations. Passed down 

from parent to child, the oral tradition of speech is altered by each perspective, as, my French 

professor quips, “everybody brings their own little color.” Language is never finished; it has 

grown and will grow for immeasurable years, transforming as is its nature until there is no one 

left to speak it. La langue, elle vive. 

Une Histoire Brève de la Langue

 The history of the French language can be traced back several centuries, back through the 

history of Europe to the Celtic tribes that inhabited Gaul, as the general territory of France was 

known, between the 8th and 6th centuries B.C. The Celts spread throughout much of Western 

Europe, dispersing aspects of their trades, language, and culture across the continent. Their 

language was le gaulois, a dialect that varied widely in its expansive stretch across Europe. This 

civilization remained in the region, building commercial relations with ethnic groups that 

boarded the Mediterranean, until the Romans began their lengthy campaign to conquest Gaul. 

The territory fell to the Roman Empire under the rule of Julius Caesar in the years between 58 

and 51 B.C. With this Roman invasion came the introduction of Latin; the language was adopted 

rapidly by the urban aristocracy for economic, educational, and official reasons, but did not take 

hold among the commoners in the countryside for another four or five centuries, as the working 

class and peasantry saw little to no value in the foreign language. 
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 Only a relatively short amount of time passed before the invasions of the Francs began, a 

gradual conquest spanning from the 1st to the 4th centuries A.D. Their language was le francique, 

a branch on the family tree of Germanic languages. Due to this contact with the Germanic 

invaders, the language spoken in the north of Gaul began to evolve, becoming closer to le 

francique. On the other hand, in the southern half of the country, the language was becoming 

closer to Latin, as Rome and other Latin-speaking populations were geographically nearby. This 

resulted in a pronounced separation in the spoken language between the North and South, which 

became known as langue d’oïl and langue d’oc, respectively. The names for each were prompted 

by the way in which the speakers of each pronounced oui; in the North, people said “oïl” and in 

the South, “oc.” 
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 In the 9th century, Charlemagne, who managed to reunite the Frankish domains after a 

period of division, had two sons, Charles le Chauve and Louis le Germanique, who conspired 

against their third brother, Lothaire. Together, the two brothers wrote Les Serments de Strasbourg 

(842), in which the brothers pledged to assist each other. This document became famous not only 

due to its effect on French history, but primarily because it was the first document written in a 

distinctly new language that was neither Latin nor Germanic, but rather a combination of the 

two. Les Serments de Strasbourg marked the birth of French, a new dialectic blend of two 

languages that was already taking hold among the many populations in Gaul. Soon after Les 

Serments in 842 came the first piece of French literature, La Séquence de Sainte Eulalie, written 

around 880. 

 From this point on, with gradual solidification and transformations, the French language 

entered into the lengthy, arduous process of becoming the form we know and love today. The 

establishment of the Académie Française by Cardinal Richelieu in 1634 constructed an official 

body whose goal was the purification and preservation of the French language. Their motto is “À 

l’immortalité,” and even today this group of scholars and linguists work ceaselessly to keep the 

French language pure of foreign words and proper in structure. Although their work 

unfortunately has little influence on les jeunes, the youth in France, most official, written 

documentation of the government has been kept pristine. Of course, the language spoken on the 

street is far different from official documentation. Influenced through several different means, 

casual, spoken French is quite dissimilar from the rigid forms and constructions that are 

encouraged by the Académie Française. 
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La Langue Aujourd’hui

There is no doubt that languages change; one merely has to open a book written in a 

previous century to mark that each passing year brings new alterations to the fashion in which a 

society speaks and writes. This continuous transformation is inevitable, each modification a 

medley of numerous influences with the combined force to alter the verbal expression of an idea 

by a general population. 

 The French language is no exception to this universal rule; Les Serments de Strasbourg 

are nearly unrecognizable when compared to the spoken language of the 21st century. So we must 

ask ourselves: How does the French language change today? 

Comment est-ce que la langue change ?

« Pour former les expressions, les jeunes coupent des mots, ou ils utilisent à l’invers, ou alors ils 

utilisent des mots venant d’une langue étrangère, notamment de l’anglais. » Lola Warin
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• Les Expressions Idiomatiques

 Simply through visual observation, one can remark that Les Expressions Vieilles are 

slightly longer and, for the most part, are associated with advice and universal “truths” or 

sayings. For example, “l’argent fait pas la bonheur” and “on vend pas la peau de l’ours avant de 
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l’avoir tué” are both wise idioms that warn against ignorant behavior. On the other hand, Les 

Expressions Nouvelles (Jeunes) are visibly much shorter and, for the most part, are associated 

with social interactions and conversations between peers, such as “Bien vu, l’Aveugle” or “C’est 

ouf.” This reflects the noticeably growing generational difference that forms a gap between the 

younger and the older French people; whereas the members of the older generation are often 

concerned with matters of career, finance, and family, the youth appears to be preoccupied with 

social and personal matters. 

• Verlan, à l’invers

I have heard le verlan compared to the English game of Pig Latin, in which one inverts words 

and adds a vowel-sounding suffix. However, Pig Latin has in no way achieved the level of 

popularity and common usage that le verlan possesses in the French language. In the United 

States, we usually use Pig Latin only when being intentionally humorous or ironic, whereas in 

France, and especially Picardie, le verlan is relatively common. Therefore, before I left for 

Chauny, I was under the impression that I would be unable to understand my French peers 

because of their predicted use of le verlan. This was not the case. Adopted primarily by the 

teenagers and altogether younger generation, le verlan is only found in the Picardie region as 

single words interspersed in casual conversation with friends, rather than complete sentences or 

dialogues as I had anticipated. Also, le verlan is not used to the extent that I had predicted; if one 

were listening for it, one can pick up a word or two every once in a while in casual conversation, 

but no more than that. In addition, use of le verlan is relatively common on social networking 

websites and SMS messages, both of which mimic the spoken language. 
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 There is no rulebook for creating words in le verlan; most verlan words are 

simple two syllables that have been reversed. For example, merci becomes cimer and MacDo 

(McDonald’s), DoMac. To rearrange one syllable words, one transposes the letters of the word in 

a seemingly random order. Femme becomes meuf and fête becomes teuf, but fou becomes ouf and 

pied, iep. 

 One student at Gay Lussac spoke with me about le verlan, informing me that, on 

average, teenagers only use verlan words one or two times in normal conversations with friends, 

never with professors, and only rarely with parents. The student continued to explain that one 

hears le verlan regularly in school and on the street, « surtout les jeunes, » but it is never spoken 

by parents and teachers, although they understand the verlan inversions. 

Le verlan is also a popular way of creating nicknames among les jeunes. Especially on social 

networking websites, French teenagers enjoy using the verlan forms of their names for 

usernames or for captions on pictures. For example, my host sister’s friend Margot is usually 

endearingly called “Gotmar” on FaceBook and Instagram. 
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• Omission de la “u” dans “tu” avant une voyelle

Many Americans who are familiar with French are well aware of the common (and 

grammatically correct) practice of dropping the “e” in je before a verb or other word beginning 

with a vowel. The same construction is used for many pronouns that end in “e,” such as me, te, 

se, ce, que, le, etc. This is not new; however, in Picardie and most other regions of France, it is 

becoming increasingly more common to drop the “u” in tu before a word that begins with a 

vowel. Of course, this is used primarily in informal situations, found especially in conversations 

between peers and on social networking websites. This language construction is found in the 

home as well; my host family would often ask me, “T’as faim?” or at lunch I would be offered to 

share food with my friends by the expression “T’en veux?” Since the tu form is used almost 

exclusively in informal situations, this construction is found much more often than the slightly 

longer “Tu as faim?” or “Tu en veux?” The longer versions are still present in spoken 

conversation, but more often than not, the French people in Picardie preferred the form of speech 

that could be spoken more quickly. 

• Omission du “ne” dans les phrases négatives

In spoken French, the “ne” in ne…pas has practically been eradicated. For the most part, ne 

is viewed by the French youth as a cumbersome construction of written language, and is avoided 

completely in spoken French. Although the students at Gay Lussac are obliged to use ne…pas on 

homework and exams, I never heard this spoken by any youth, and only rarely by adults. The 

omission of ne most likely began because of its unfortunate lack of necessity; pas can express the 

negative just as aptly. Therefore, ne has been almost completely dropped in conversations with 
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peers and interactions among family. Of course, for a non-native French speaker such as myself, 

this could get a little confusing in phrases of French such as ne … jamais, ne … que, ne … plus, 

etc, because the ne is dropped, leaving only the jamais, que, plus, etc. It was a little difficult for 

me to wrap my head around the fact that J’ai plus faim means “I’m full.” 

• Omission de l’il dans “il y a”

The younger generation in Picardie does, as has been mentioned, prefer to speak in the most 

simple and quick fashion possible. Much of this shortened speech is carried over and is even 

generated on social networking websites, which are very popular in both France and America 

among this younger generation. Therefore, it is quite common for the “il” to be dropped and one 

to say simply “y’a,” as in the example, « Ouais, y’a 1mois, à peu près. » I observed this ellipsis 

of the subject in both verbal and written conversations. 

• Répétition du sujet

In the Picardie region, there was a tendency for one to repeat the subject, as in the 

construction, « Cette fille, elle sait pas la réponse. » I ascertained, through observation of 

national television and careful listening in Paris, that this is common throughout the entire 

country. The double subject undoubtedly draws attention to the topic at hand and the person in 

question. In fact, to bring attention to themselves, many French speakers use the highly common 

double pronoun construction, “moi je”; for example, « Moi je l’ai déjà fait » or « Moi je pense 

que c’est agréable. » The purpose is subconscious (for most French speakers, it is not a 

concentrated use; the phrase usually just slips out without notice), but the sentiment does not 
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pass unremarked. The people of Picardie often call someone who is self-centered and only 

speaks of him/herself a “moi-je.” Indeed, I received my fair share of loving teasing from my host 

family when that expression first slipped unnoticed from my mouth. 

 In addition to “moi je”, another construction popularly used in Picardie and, for the most 

part, all of France is “nous, on” followed by the verb conjugated in 3rd person singular. For 

example, one would say, « Nous, on a vu la cathédrale. » The disappearance of nous in spoken 

French will be discussed at further length in a later section. 

• L’exagération

A tendency to exaggerate is quite common among the younger generations in both France 

and the United States. Especially on social networking websites, French teenagers casually 

exaggerate by consistently choosing to replace “très” with “trop.” It is quite common to see 

comments on profile pictures and Instagram photos such as “trop mignonne” and “trop belle,” or 

additions on FaceBook statuses such as “trop cool.” Très has undeniably been replaced by trop in 

the French teenage vernacular. 

• Raccourcissement des mots

In achieving the unspoken, unacknowledged goal of the rapid expression of ideas, French 

teenagers and American teenagers alike shorten several words in order to speak more swiftly. In 

French, it is very common to hear the phrase “aprèm” for “après-midi” (in fact, the first time I 

heard it was on the radio weather report). In addition, my French host sister pointed out several 
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common shortenings that are abundant in SMS messages and social media. These expressions 

include but are not limited to: 

- Stp and svp for s’il te plaît and s’il vous plaît

- P.R. for pour

- PQ ? for pourquoi ?

- P.G. for pas grave

- D’acc for d’accord

- Mdr for mort de rire

As in English, there is no lack of shortened words and acronyms in the familiar spoken or 

informally written French. 

• Les Surnoms

The French teenagers of Picardie enjoyed creating nicknames and never seemed to lose the 

inspiration for a new one. Using le verlan to achieve this aim was common, as well as using 

another widely known French construction: to add the suffix –et for masculine words and –ette 

for feminine words. This suffix is commonly used to identify something that looks or sounds 

miniscule; for instance, one would add –ette to fille for fillette, a tiny girl. French teenagers have 

borrowed this suffix to create nicknames, usually for females (the –ette suffix was much more 

common than the masculine –et). In illustration, one of my host sisters and her friends called 

themselves “les Claudettes” or “little Claudes,” after their favorite French literature professor 

whose last name was Claude. This nickname was primarily published as photo captions on social 

networking websites, but was also used in casual (usually teasing or joking) conversations. 
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• Subjonctif

The subjunctive mood, which is used primarily to express emotions and doubt, is already not 

a well-known or popular verb tense, in both French and English. However, native speakers of 

both languages instinctively seem to know how to use it in context. When asked directly about 

the subjunctive, however, it was much easier for the grandmother of my host sister to recall the 

phrases that take the subjunctive (il faut que) than for my host sister. When questioned, she was 

only able to recognize a subjunctive phrase, but unable to remember any herself. On the other 

hand, the grandmother was able to recall Il faut que and other common subjunctive expressions 

quickly. This reflects a growing trend of simplification that each new younger generation has 

enacted on the language by cutting out uncommon verb forms through evasion of certain 

phrases. 

 However, the subjunctive is not completely lost; I have noticed its use among some of the 

Picardie teenagers, although it is scarce. The expression « J’ai hâte que tu viennes » employs the 

subjunctive because it expresses emotion. That was the only sentence in the subjunctive that I 

could catch from teenagers. Parents and grandparents, on the other hand, used the subjunctive 

tense nominally more frequently, with such directions as “Il faut que” or “Il est necessaire que”, 

often directed at children and teenagers. 

• La Disparition de nous

After painstakingly memorizing countless nous forms during innumerable hours of French 

class, I was shocked to find that in Picardie, the nous pronoun has all but disappeared, 
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unequivocally overtaken by the generic 3rd person on. On is ubiquitous in Picardie: at school, on 

television, with family and friends, everywhere. Unlike the majority of the aforementioned 

changes in language, the conquest of on is not limited to common, informal speech, but is found 

just as regularly in the classroom as on the streets. Madame Mailly, a French literature professor 

at Gay Lussac, explained to me, « Le pronom ‘on’, quand il n’est pas rendu obligatoire par le 

sens de la phrase (ex: on frappe à la porte: je ne sais pas qui est là et j’emploie donc le pronom 

indéfini) remplace couramment le ‘nous’, sans doute parce que la conjugaison de la 3e personne 

du singulier est plus simple que celle de la 1ère du pluriel ! La langue orale va vers la 

simplification des formes et s’éloigne de plus en plus de la langue écrite. »

• Les Expressions picardes

Despite the instantaneous sharing of national and international information on the Internet, 

each region in France has managed to retain certain idiomatic expressions that are found only in 

that area. Picardie is no exception to this rule; this picturesque Northern region has clung to 

idiosyncratic expressions that are both amusing and charming. The most common of these is 

“bah” or “bha,” which is followed by either oui or non, altogether bah oui or bah non. This 

simple syllable is found in every single generation in Picardie, from young children barely 

learning to talk to grandparents of very old age. Its definition can be translated closest to 

“obviously” or “duh”; however, bah does not carry the negative, condescending tone that is 

associated with the English equivalent. Even when the answer was not quite obvious, bah oui or 

bah non was used consistently. 
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 Another short, filler word used throughout the Picardie region, in all generations, was 

hop. Described as being used “when you realize something” by my host sister, hop is a form of 

interjection or filler word found everywhere in conversation. For example, at the bakery, the 

worker would say hop! as they put a pastry into a bag. Or, my host sister would say hop as she 

handed me something. Or my host mother would say hop as she scooped dinner onto a plate. 

Hop does not truly mean anything, but it can be used in almost any situation, most often as one 

finishes a small task. 

 Although it is an informal expression and I was cautioned to refrain from using it in 

formal situations (with people other than friends and family), ah la vache is not a gros mot. 

Humorous and simple, ah la vache is the French equivalent of “Holy cow!” and can be used 

correctly in almost any surprising or even hilarious situation. The phrase was popular in Picardie; 

adopting its use was a practically subconscious act on my part, due to the fact that I heard the 

phrase exclaimed often on a daily basis. 

• L’influence Américaine

In the region of Picardie, memories of World War I and World War II are still fresh, as this 

portion of France was affected directly by the battles that raged in the expansive Northern 

countryside and the troops that poured in to fight for control of France. While driving through 

the rolling green hills dotted with tall, waving grasses and clumps of colorful wildflowers, it is 

not uncommon to discover that this idyllic scene was once chaotic with the cacophony of 

gunfire, engines, and the echoes of human shouts. 
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 The effects of World War I and World War II are still present in Picardie; however, none 

is more widespread than the effective onslaught of American culture on Europe, especially after 

World War II. La puissance douce, or soft power, that the United States continues to hold in 

France has an unimaginable scope, from music, television shows, and movies, all the way to the 

simple concept of American culture. In The Paradox of American Power by Joseph Nye, the 

author expounds upon la puissance douce of the United States after World War II in Europe: 

« Mais il existe aussi une manière indirecte d’exercer sa puissance : un pays peut 

obtenir le résultat souhaité sur la scène mondiale simplement parce que les autres 

pays veulent le suivre, qu’ils admirent ses valeurs, suivent son exemple, aspirent à 

son niveau de prospérité et d’ouverture. … C’est cet aspect de la puissance – 

obtenir des autres qu’ils veuillent faire ce qu’on veut qu’ils fassent – que j’appelle 

puissance douce. Aucun pays n’est mieux doté que les États-Unis dans les trois 

dimensions évoquées : puissance militaire, économique, et douce. »

 In Picardie, the music that pours from the radio is primarily American. The television 

shows on the majority of channels are American, with either voice-over recordings in French or 

sometimes simply French subtitles. At least half of the movies that play in the cinema are 

American-made. And les jeunes in Picardie absolutely love it, undeniably admiring the idea of 

American culture. When I asked my host sisters the names of their favorite television series, 

every single one, without exception, was an American show. When I questioned one of my host 
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sisters in particular, asking if she liked any French television shows, she responded, « Non, je 

regarde pas. Oui les séries américaines sont les meilleures ! » 

 The same proved true for musical artists; when questioned about several popular 

American artists, French teens reacted with recognition and enthusiasm each time. Les jeunes 

often sang American songs, not French songs; more than once, I found they knew the lyrics to 

popular American music better than I. 

 This inundation of American culture in the lives of Picardie teenagers resulted in a 

relatively large repertoire of American and English phrases in the French students’ vocabulary 

that has absolutely no parallel in those of American students. In response to the survey question 

« Utilises-tu des mots anglais dans les conversations? Donne-les-moi », all of the students at 

Lycée Gay Lussac who filled out the questionnaire responded with several grammatically-correct 

English words and phrases. On the other hand, in English surveys that asked if Edmond Santa Fe 

students used any French words in casual conversation, the only responses were an occasional 

bonjour or crêpes. On average, Gay Lussac students use 7.5 English words or phrases in their 

conversations, whereas Santa Fe students use an average of .2 French words or phrases in their 

conversations. (It is true that there are many French words incorporated into the English 

vocabulary; however, this survey question targeted completely ethnic French words, not words of 

French origin that have been adopted into the English language and have been Americanized.) 

The most commonly-used English words incorporated into French dialogues were “cool”, “yes/

no”, “omg”, “lol”, “love”, “week-end”, “barbeque”, “follow”, and “thanks.” It is interesting to 

observe that three of the nine most common words originate from social media (omg, lol, 

follow), which proves to hold a major influence on the lives of teenagers in France. One Gay 

Cefali 17



Lussac student wrote on her survey, « J’utilise souvent du vocabulaire anglais dans les 

conversations par SMS, des fois je parle en franglais. » 

 The survey responses reflected an indisputable gap in the usage of a foreign language in 

daily conversation between two societies; it exemplifies the undeniable success American culture 

has had in other countries, especially France. And a push to mimic American culture can be 

found all throughout Picardie, from the popularity of English words on clothing to the American 

flag patters on shoes, shirts, keychains, bags, and many other items of this type. Even the 

eccentric hairstyles and spike-studded clothing of several male students at Gay Lussac could be 

attributed to the admiration of American culture; my host sister explained that “they want to be 

like American boys,” as these shocking styles of clothing and hair are the French teenagers’ 

perception of American fashion. 

Glottochronologie : Changement de la Langue

 We have seen how the French language has been altered recently, but what brings the 

most profound modifications? Why does the French language change? 

 The simplest response to these questions would be: les jeunes. And it is the French youth 

who have brought the most recent, profound changes to the French language. As testimony to 

this, we have seen the methods of simplification that they have created, but through what means? 

Through les SMS (text messages) and social networks, the younger generation in France has 

brought massive change to the spoken language. The manner of communicating by les SMS and 

social networking mimics the way in which the youth speak to one another. Especially with the 

instantaneous nature of communication online, it has become increasingly effortless for French 
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teenagers to alternate their way of speaking and therefore influence a wide pool of other 

teenagers. As Monsieur Lambert, le professeur documentaliste au CDI au Lycée Gay Lussac, 

explained in his interview, « Il faut des mots courts, jeune entre jeune. Et c’est pas juste les mots, 

c’est une façon de dire. »

As an employee of a French high school, Monsieur Lambert has the capability of witnessing 

first-hand the fashion of speech that has become increasingly popular among the French youth. 

« Il y a une grande distance entre [la langue] écrite et orale, » he clarified, « La langue de les 

grands écrivains est très sophiste, très élégante. Les jeunes, très familière. . . La différence est à 

cause de la diminution de la lecture. Il y a moins de jeunes qui lisent et plus qui regardent les 

films. » It is this preference for movies, television, and the internet that Monsieur Lambert 

believes has lead to a distinct decrease in the capacity for comprehension of elevated language 

and sophisticated literature. « Après 20 ans au collège, ils ne peuvent pas donner les mêmes 

livres dans le Brevet, » Monsieur Lambert informed me. (Le Brevet is an exam to pass middle 

school and continue on to high school in France.) This simplification of the curriculum reflects a 

growing trend towards a much more basic language, brought due to both popularity and 

necessity by les jeunes in France.

• L’internet et médias sociaux

 What brings the most profound change to the French language? 

When I posed this question to the many French people whom I interviewed, they all 

immediately answered, and their answers were the same: “L’internet.” The undeniable 

inundation of technology into society has revolutionized the manner in which French has been 
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spoken in recent years; the instantaneous demand and receipt of information has lead to shorter 

sentences and simplified vocabulary. As my French professor explained, « Avec l’internet, le 

procès de simplification est plus rapide. » In addition, the Internet breaks down cultural barriers, 

allowing a sharing of ideas that can result in the disappearance of specific cultural words from 

the vocabulary and the introduction of generic, foreign words that are used internationally. For 

example, many words that surround the operation and hardware of computers are almost 

exclusively English, such as “le software” or “l’internet.” 

This appears to have a great influence on the lives of the French, as, in response to a 

survey, the average internet usage by Gay Lussac students (both on phones and on the computer) 

was 8.1 hours a week. However, this barely holds a candle to the staggering 16.7 hours a week 

online that NBC news reports of American youth. In comparison, social media is used much 

more at Santa Fe than at Gay Lussac, which I noted simply by observation of classes and time at 

lunch. Whereas at Santa Fe, most students are on their phones checking Instagram or Snapchat 

during class periods and especially during lunch, the use of phones is strictly forbidden in the 

French classroom, and this rule is highly obeyed by the French students. In the United States, I 

have never seen such obedience to this mandate as I did in the French classrooms. Therefore, I 

believe that French students are more inclined to personal, face to face interaction, rather than 

reverting to social media. This does not mean that Gay Lussac students do not use social media; 

their presence on these websites is much the same as Santa Fe students’ presence. To the 

influence of language, however, social media has much greater pressure at Santa Fe than at Gay 

Lussac.
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In response to the survey question, posed to both French and American students, “On a 

scale of 1 to 10, how often do you use new words or phrases learned from social media?”, Santa 

Fe students reported a great influence upon their language, while Gay Lussac students reported a 

rather small influence upon their language. This reinforced my observations made at both 

schools. 

• La Musique Populaire

When I was driving to my French home from the Charles de Gaulle airport on my very first 

morning in France, I sang along with the radio. How could I sing along with the radio if I was in 

a foreign country that speaks a completely different language? The fact is that the music on the 

radio is overwhelmingly American, and Gay Lussac students absolutely loved American artists. 

As aforementioned, they knew every single American artist I could name; often, I found that they  

knew the lyrics to American songs much better than I. I believe that this has resulted in an 

introduction to English pronunciations and English vocabulary into the lives of the French youth, 

a very gradual but nonetheless powerful fashion of changing the language. 

• Les Banlieues

Another common answer for the source of the changing French language was “les 

banlieues,” or urban communities of lower-income families and individuals that are situated just 

outside large cities, such as Paris or even Chauny. They are characterized by a higher-than-

average unemployment rate, a definite lack of social integration, and urban violence. It is from 

les banlieues that many slang words and many methods of simplification of the language have 
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originated, most likely due to the pronounced lack of proper and formal education in these lower-

income areas. Popular among les jeunes, these slang forms spread rapidly across France and 

gradually transform spoken language. Furthermore, a large quantity of French rap music 

originates in les banlieues, which allows slang forms to be heard and adopted across the country. 

• Littérature Jeunesse

A tendency has emerged for the youth to read littérature jeunesse. Littérature jeunesse is 

much more simplified than classic French works, because it is characterized by an increased 

amount of dialogue that reflects spoken language, with slang forms included and fewer 

descriptions incorporated. These books are not profound or thought provoking like the elegant 

French classics, but are primarily concerned with social situations or the lives of certain 

teenagers.

Cefali 22



In these photos, we can mark a major difference between classic French literature (on the 

left) and the Youth Literature (on the right). Simply visually, we can see that classic French 

literature is composed of longer sentences with greater descriptions and elevated language, 

whereas the Youth Literature is perforated by casual dialogue and lacks significant detail and 

profundity. The content of most classic French literature is philosophical, even when 

characterizing the lives of people, while the Youth Literature depicts almost exclusively the 

social lives of teenagers. 

Les Sentiments

 For the most part, French students at Lycée Gay Lussac enjoy using their expressions 

nouvelles and enjoyed teaching these unfamiliar phrases to the American students. For the 

French teenagers, it was a source of amusement and delight when one of the American Fellows 

would use a new phrase that we learned, or when we would teach them popular phrases in 

English. In fact, the English expressions were not simply heard, appreciated, and forgotten; the 

French students enthusiastically adopted their usage and would often employ the expressions in 

the correct context. Most French teenagers are very accepting of changes to the language, of 

making additions and subtractions without giving the resulting sentence too much thought. 

Especially when speaking rapidly, the students would leave off entire words and not even notice 

in their haste or excitement. Furthermore, it was exciting for me to add to my vocabulary some 

popular expressions such as j’ai le seum or j’ai la flemme which are not taught in French class. 

When questioned as to a reason why les jeunes craft their own expressions, one Gay Lussac 
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student replied, « Je pense qu’ils parlent comme ça pour pouvoir se démarquer des personnes 

plus âgées, et puis ils trouvent ça cool. »

 However, not all French people of Picardie are amused with the rapidly-changing 

language. Most of the older generation and even some of les jeunes hold a slightly fatalistic view 

of the future of the French language and culture. Throughout his interview, Monsieur Lambert 

expressed his fear for the possible incapacity of future French children to understand elevated 

literature, due to the incessant simplification of the language. Moreover, even some members of 

the younger generation expressed uncertainty about the direction of the French language. « La 

langue française est de moins en moins bien employée, » a student confided in an interview. « Je 

préfère parler correctement le français, contrairement à beaucoup de jeunes qui utilisent des 

mots ou des expressions comme “j’ai le seum” ou “c’est dar.” Je trouve ces expressions 

horriblement laides. »

 In accordance with this sentiment is my French professor, Madame Mazuet, a native 

French speaker who moved from France to America. After explaining the widening gap between 

the fluent French spoken in conversations and the academic French of higher education and the 

professional world, she reflected, « Ta génération, c’est une question si les enfants parleront 

mieux quand ils grandiront, avanceront en âge, deviendront adulte. »

Despite contrasting opinions, the transformation of language is a natural phenomenon of 

human communication that has been occurring since the beginning of its evolution. For centuries 

upon centuries, spoken languages have been transitioning to express the current culture. Just as 

the nature of our society changes, so too does our language.
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Sincères Remerciements

 Pour commencer, je voudrais remercier les français qui m’ont aidée. Merci au Lycée Gay 

Lussac de Chauny de nous avoir accueillis, c’était un grand plaisir et le Lycée Gay Lussac est 

une école magnifique. Merci à l'Académie Amiens de nous avoir acceptés à Amiens ; c’était un 

voyage parfait. Au lycée, merci à Madame Mailly de m’aider avec la langue française et de 

m'avoir permis de rester dans vos cours. Merci Monsieur Lambert pour l’interview et pour votre 

aide concernant mon projet. Je voudrais aussi remercier Madame Dupuis pour son aide et pour sa 

gentillesse. Merci Madame Mazuet, mon professeur de français, pour votre aide avec mon projet 

et pour l’interview ; merci de bien m’enseigner le français. Merci Tiphaine, Lola, Alicia, Marine, 

et Nathan pour votre aide avec mon projet et votre gentillesse quand j’étais avec vous en France. 

Bisous ! Merci les étudiants qui ont répondu aux questionnaires. Bien sûr, gros remerciements et 

gros bisous à Joelle Roy et Hughes Davion, et Véronique Lefèvre et Éric Maillard, pour m'avoir 

accueillie chez vous et pour votre gentillesse. Grâce à vous, je me sentais très à l'aise et très 

bienvenue en France. Merci Madame Berko pour les cadeaux et pour l’interview ; c’était un 

grand plaisir de parler avec vous et manger chez vous. Et, finalement, gros bisous et gros 

remerciements à mes sœurs en France, Clémentine Roy et Manon Maillard, pour votre aide avec 

mon projet et votre gentillesse. Vous êtes des grandes amies, et vous me manquez tellement.

 In America, thank you so much Madame Webster for your recommendation and support; 

without your help, I would not have had this opportunity. Thank you Madame Tippin for your 

help and support in the application process and the presentation preparation. Thank you to some 

of my classmates for filling out the surveys that I gave out at school. Also, I would like to send 

great thanks to Madame McChesney: thank you so much for all of your help and support, both in 
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France and America. It was a great pleasure to travel with you and to learn from you! Without 

you, I doubt my project would be where it is today. Last, but certainly not least, an enormous 

thank you to the Alliance Française d’Oklahoma City for this great opportunity! It was easily the 

most amazing experience of my life, and I would like to sincerely thank the Alliance for 

choosing me and my project. Also, I would like to thank every member who donated to allow me 

to travel to France. I do not know how I can repay the Alliance Française d’OKC; the memories I 

made in France and the discoveries I made about the French language are irreplaceable souvenirs 

for which I have only the Alliance to thank. 
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