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Learning a new language is an exciting and rewarding challenge, and for many students in North
America, that journey begins with a trusted textbook. Among the most widely adopted resources for
college-level introductory French courses is Vis-a-vis: Beginning French. This comprehensive
program has helped thousands of learners build a solid foundation in the language. But what makes
this particular textbook stand out in a crowded field? And how can you, as a beginner, use it most
effectively to achieve fluency and confidence? In this article, we will explore everything you need to
know about Vis A Vis Beginning French, from its structure and methodology to practical tips for
maximizing your study time. Whether you are enrolled in a formal class or teaching yourself,
understanding the strengths of this resource will set you on the right path.

OVERVIEW OF THE VIS-A-VIS BEGINNING FRENCH TEXTBOOK

Structure and Approach

Vis-a-vis: Beginning French is designed to be a complete introductory course typically spanning
two semesters. The textbook is organized into thematic chapters that introduce vocabulary,
grammar, and cultural insights in a logical progression. Each chapter begins with clear learning
objectives and a short cultural vignette that sets the context. The approach is communicative and
task-based, meaning that from the very first lesson, you are encouraged to use French in realistic
scenarios — ordering food, describing your family, talking about your hobbies, and more. This focus
on practical communication makes Vis A Vis Beginning French particularly effective for learners
who want to use the language in real-world situations rather than just memorize grammar rules.

Key Components

The complete Vis-a-vis program includes more than just the main textbook. A typical package
contains the following elements:

e Student Textbook: The core resource with twelve chapters covering essential topics like
greetings, daily routines, travel, and expressing opinions.

e Workbook / Lab Manual: A companion volume filled with written exercises, listening
activities, and pronunciation drills. This is crucial for reinforcing what you learn in class.

e Online Access (Connect French): Many editions come with a digital platform that includes

interactive exercises, videos, and self-grading quizzes. The audio program features native
speakers from various French-speaking regions, exposing you to different accents.

e Video Program: Short films shot in France and other francophone countries bring the
vocabulary and grammar to life through real-life conversations.

Together, these components create a multi-sensory learning experience that appeals to different
learning styles — visual, auditory, and kinesthetic.

WHY CHOOSE VIS-A-VIS FOR LEARNING FRENCH FROM SCRATCH?

Communicative Methodology

One of the standout features of Vis A Vis Beginning French is its unwavering commitment to the
communicative approach. Instead of long, dry grammar explanations, the book introduces grammar
points in small, digestible chunks, immediately followed by opportunities to practice them in
context. For example, after learning the present tense of regular -er verbs, you might be asked to
describe your daily routine or interview a partner. This "learn by doing" strategy helps you
internalize structures naturally, much like how you learned your native language. The result is that
even after just a few chapters, you can hold simple conversations about familiar topics.

Cultural Immersion

Language and culture are inseparable, and Vis-a-vis excels at weaving cultural content throughout
each unit. Every chapter opens with a "Regards culturels" (Cultural Perspectives) section that
introduces aspects of French and francophone life — from the importance of /a bise (cheek kissing)
to the diversity of cuisines in Québec and Martinique. There are also readings about famous French
artists, historical events, and contemporary social issues. This cultural context not only makes the
material more interesting but also prepares you to interact appropriately with native speakers.
Understanding that the French often prefer formal greetings or that mealtimes are social rituals
gives you confidence beyond mere vocabulary.

Gradual Skill Building

Beginning French can feel overwhelming, but Vis-a-vis breaks the process into manageable steps.
In the early chapters, the focus is on high-frequency words and simple sentence structures. As you
progress, you gradually add complexity — for instance, moving from the present tense to the passé
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composé, and later to the imparfait. Each chapter also recycles vocabulary from previous lessons,
which aids long-term retention. This spiral approach means you constantly reinforce previous
knowledge while expanding your capabilities. By the end of the course, you can narrate past events,
express future plans, and even hypothesize using the conditional.

HOW TO MAKE THE MOST OF VIS-A-VIS BEGINNING FRENCH

Study Tips for Each Chapter

To truly benefit from Vis A Vis Beginning French, a strategic study routine is essential. Here are
practical suggestions for each chapter:

1. Preview the vocabulary: Before reading the chapter, listen to the audio for the
"Vocabulaire" section. Repeat the words aloud to practice pronunciation. Make flashcards for
terms you find difficult.

2. Read the cultural note first: The opening vignette gives context and motivation. Try to
understand the gist even if you don't know every word.

3. Work through grammar step-by-step: Don't rush. Complete all the "Structure" exercises in
the textbook and workbook. Many students find it helpful to write out answers rather than just
thinking them.

4. Use the video program: Watch the corresponding "Vis-a-vidéo" episode. Listen for
vocabulary you've studied and note how intonation changes in questions or exclamations.

5. Engage in speaking practice: If you don't have a partner, record yourself answering the
"Parlez!" prompts. Playback to check pronunciation.

6. Review regularly: At the end of each chapter, revisit the "Résumé de grammaire" and take
the online practice test. Aim for 80% mastery before moving on.

Using Audio and Video Supplements

The audio and video materials that accompany Vis-a-vis are not optional extras — they are
essential for developing listening comprehension and pronunciation. Make it a habit to listen to the
recorded dialogues multiple times. First, listen without the transcript to see how much you
understand. Then listen while reading along. Finally, pause and repeat each line, mimicking the
speaker's rhythm and accent. The "Prononciation" sections are especially valuable for tackling tricky
sounds like the French "r" and nasal vowels. With regular practice, your ear will become attuned to
the natural flow of French speech.

Practicing Speaking and Writing

Many learners of Vis A Vis Beginning French excel at reading and listening but struggle with
speaking and writing. To overcome this, use the "A vous la parole" prompts in each chapter. These
are open-ended activities that ask you to create original sentences. For writing, keep a simple
journal in French. Start by writing three sentences about your day, then gradually increase to longer
paragraphs. Use the vocabulary and grammar from the current chapter. If you have access to a
language partner or a tutor, ask them to correct your written work and engage in guided
conversations. The more you produce the language, the more fluent you become.

COMPARING VIS-A-VIS WITH OTHER BEGINNING FRENCH TEXTBOOKS

Differences from Chez Nous, Entre Amis,
and Deux Mondes

Vis-a-vis is not the only beginner textbook on the market. Others like Chez Nous, Entre Amis, and
Deux Mondes also have loyal followings. Here's how they compare:

e Chez Nous: Similar in structure, but some students find its pace slightly slower. It places a
strong emphasis on vocabulary building, but grammar explanations can feel more traditional.

e Entre Amis: Known for its lively, interactive style with many pair and group activities.
However, it assumes a classroom setting and may be less suitable for self-study.

e Deux Mondes: This textbook focuses on a "whole language" approach with extensive reading
passages. It is excellent for building reading skills but offers less structured grammar drilling.

Vis A Vis Beginning French strikes a balance: it provides clear grammar charts, abundant written
exercises, and engaging multimedia content. It also offers the widely used Connect platform, which
many instructors find easy to integrate into their grading system. If you prefer a modern, well-
rounded program with strong digital support, Vis-a-vis is an excellent choice.

Strengths and Weaknesses

No textbook is perfect. Let's examine the pros and cons of Vis-a-vis:
Strengths:

e Clear, logical progression from simple to complex.

e Excellent cultural notes that go beyond stereotypes.

e High-quality audio and video that reflect authentic French.

e Ample practice opportunities, especially in the workbook.

e Strong online assessment tools (Connect) for immediate feedback.
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Weaknesses: e Duolingo or Memrise: Great for vocabulary drilling and light grammar review. Use them for
, , 10-15 minutes daily to reinforce chapter vocabulary.
* The textbook can be expensllve, especially the_Connect code. _ e YouTube channels: Search for "Learn French with Alexa" or "Frenchpod101" to hear different
e Some Fhapters feel dgnse with vocabulary, \{vhlch can be overwhelming for slgwer learners. native speakers and get explanations tailored to English speakers.
* Thereis Ies§ empha5|ls on free-form composition compa.red to s.ome.o.ther Series. « iTalki or Tandem: Book a session with a tutor who specializes in beginners. Bring your Vis-a-
e The humor in some dialogues may feel forced or dated in certain editions. vis homework and practice speaking the dialogues together.

¢ Anki: Create digital flashcards using the chapter vocabulary. The spaced repetition system

Despite these minor drawbacks, Vis A Vis Beginning French remains a top choice because it
will help you remember words long-term.

effectively delivers on its promise: to teach you to communicate in French from the very first lesson.

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES TO COMPLEMENT VIS-A-VIS AUthentI C M aterl a |S for Pra Ctlce
O n | | n e P | ath rm S ’ Ap pS, a n d Tuto rS Once you have completed a few chapters, start exposing yourself to real French content:

e Watch children's shows like "Peppa Pig en francais" (simple language, clear speech).
e Listen to slow French podcasts (e.g., "Journal en francais facile" from RFI).

To accelerate your progress, supplement your Vis-a-vis studies with other tools:



