My French Work Experience: Matthew Thornton (Year 12)
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My work experience placement was in l’École Primaire Notre-Dame Des Carmes, the primary school where Nathalie, my French host, used to go. The class with which I was originally put was one of the CE2 classes, with mostly 8-9 year old children (plus a couple who had clearly been moved up/held back a couple of years). 

After one morning, however, I was offered to join the other CE2 class, where I was relieved to find Marie, another member of our group. We helped one another throughout the week because if one of us didn’t understand something, the other could usually act as translator. It was also nice to have another English-speaker there to give me a bit of a break from French – even most ways of relaxing required some small amount of effort: reading the newspaper, watching TV, chatting to Nathalie and her family and listening to the radio all kept my brain active. 

Having said this, none of these activities came close to dealing with the school-children, in terms of the stress and sheer exhaustion I received. After spending the whole day trying to explain that Marie and I are somehow neither siblings nor in love, as well as trying to test the children’s English skills with useful words like “leek”, “thistle”, “kilt, “bagpipes” and “shamrock” – most of which I can now say perfectly in French, all whilst remembering that I had to answer to Mark instead of Matthew (I gave up correcting everybody after spending about five minutes just saying “No, it’s Matthew… Or Mathieu”), I found that I did not have any energy left to lose.

Whilst I have complained about the children, they were also brilliant fun and, in fact, they quite possibly were the best part of the whole trip, bombarding me with questions in both French and English, but I doubt that they were really interested in the English questions: they were just showing off what questions they knew and that they understood my response. I was surprised to find that, on the Friday, I was almost in tears at the prospect of leaving, never to see them again (although I needn’t have been so worried about leaving France since that clearly was not as imminent as we all thought at the time).

Another of the best aspects of the trip was undoubtedly the improvement in my French. On the last night, I found that I had gone from barely being able to understand half of what was being said to holding an interesting and detailed conversation with somebody else’s host which lasted several hours and involved the economy, politics, music, film, differences between the French and English education systems, a bit of philosophy and many more topics on which I found that I was genuinely able to give my opinion and not just pretend I believed the only things I knew how to say (which is how I survived GCSE).

Nor can I forget the absolutely wondrous food served to me by my host family. It ranged from French and local cooking, including a traditional Breton Far and some homemade brioche, to more international dishes such as pasta or salads, and every last tiny morsel was simply divine and, despite spending the entire week in terror that I might hear the word “escargot” there were thankfully no snails in sight, nor frogs’ legs which had also worried me.


All things considered, I had a fantastic week, and not just because of how much it helped my French. I can now look back on everything that happened fondly – even the awkward moments near the beginning and the fact that I’ve only recently stopped answering when someone calls out “Mark”; and I expect that I will go on another work experience exchange next year.

