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Say bonjour
to learning
the fun way

THE English are
famed for their roast
beef, the Scots for
their whisky. But as
Brits, there is one
areawhereweall fail
to excel . . . speaking
a foreign language.

Most of us have
nightmarish school
memories of French
verbs and banal read-
ing books, both of
which proved utterly
useless ifwewereever
called upon to parler
for real.

Fuelled with good
intentions after a hol-
iday abroad or even a

period living over-
seas, we come back to
Blighty vowing to
“keep it up” . . . and
never do.

The phrase “use it
or lose it” was never
more apt than for a
foreign language.
Andexperiencing that
for herself was what
gave an Edinburgh
woman the idea for a
whole new business.

Fiona Gomes stud-
ied French and Ger-
man at school, Span-
ish at University and
spoke Portuguese
when she lived in

Brazil. But after 20
years in the financial
industry in Edin-
burgh, she found she
was fluent in “finan-
cial packages”, but
that her foreign lan-

guage skills were
faded and rusty.

SoshesetupYakety
Yak Language Cafe, a
completely different
way of brushing up
and improving lan-
guages that could
soon be coming to an
Edinburgh tea or cof-
fee shop near you.

Fiona, from Mor-
tonhall, explained:
“The natural way to
learn a language is
probably as a tot. By
the timemostofusare
taught languages in
school we are gauche
teenagers, not neces-

sarily over-endowed
with confidence and
very self-conscious
about putting on an
accent or making a
fool of ourselves.

“Formal language
coursesarewonderful
for those who can
commit to them and
who want to know
enough to write as
well as speak. But if
you miss a few, you
fee l you are le f t
behind. You can get
discouraged.”

On the basis that
mostofus justwant to
converse and be
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no vocabulary or
grounding at all will
not benefit.

Almost as interest-
ing as the new con-
cept in language
learning is the busi-
ness model.

Fiona said: “I’ve
been thinking about it
for a couple of years.
My husband Kevin
doesn’t speak any
other language at all
and thought I was
mad. I originally con-
sidered opening my
own language cafe.
But this way everyone
benefits . . . the cafes
get regular custom,
the tutors get work,
thestudents learnand
have a good time and
eventually . . . I’ll get a
chancetobrushupmy
Portuguese.”

Jane Gilchrist from

enjoying a coffee or a
glass of wine, being
relaxed and having
fun.”

The tutors are usu-
ally native speakers
who are also teachers,
recruited from lan-
guage schools or
night schools. Yakety
Yak has only been
operating for just over
amonthandcurrently
offers French, Span-
ish, Italian and Ger-
man groups. But
requests have come
fo r Russ ian and
Afrikaans, and Fiona
is happy to look at the
demand for any lan-
guage.

Anyone who has
even the basics of a
language taught at
school years ago can
enrol but complete
beginners who have

‘Whichmytable is?’or
‘Which is my table?’
The point is to have a
go and be under-
stood.”

C u r r e n t l y , t h e
g r o u p s m e e t i n
eteaket Tea Boutique
and Café in Frederick
Street, Valvona &
Crolla Caffe Bar in
ElmRowandupstairs
at Valvona & Crolla
VinCaffe in Multrees
Walk,butanewgroup
is coming soon at
Peckham’s in Brunts-
field and Fiona has
plans to build up oth-
ers in Stockbridge,
Leith and anywhere
e l s e t h e r e ’ s a
demand.

“The idea is that
you can drop in with-
out travelling too far.
The concept is also
aboutmeetingpeople,

understood, 48-year-
old Fiona hit on the
idea of chatty lan-
guage groups o f
around six, everyone
of similar ability, led
bytwotutors,meeting
a t var ious t imes
throughout the week
in tea shops, coffee
shops and cafes. Each
session costs around
£6 although there are
discounts for block
bookings. There’s no
compulsion to attend
the same group time
every week.

“It’s just conversa-
tion and could be
about anything the
group wants to dis-
cuss. The tutors will
guide and occasional-
ly correct but when
you get down to it a
French person really
doesn’tcare ifyousay:

_tijb Fiona Gomes
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Stockbridge joins
Yakety Yak once a
week. She studied
French at school and
spen t a summer
working in France as
a student.

“But that was 30
years ago,” she says.
“I've holidayed in
France and tried to
keep it up but unless
you have French
friends you don’t real-
ly get to good con-
versational level.

“Formal courses
always seemed too
much of a commit-
ment. This is ideal
because it's just an
hour of conversation.”

Dona Easton had
tried three different
evening classes in
French with no joy
before she joined up
to Yakety Yak. The

jeweller from Golde-
nacre said: “There
were too many peo-
ple, we were set pro-
jects and I just slipped
behind. I've started
going to Yakety every

Monday morning and
I get instant results
because I 'm no t
al lowed to speak
English! It’s a small
group, ideal for me
and we talk about the

things anyone would
discuss.”

For more informa-
t i o n , v i s i t
www.yaketyyak-lan
guagecafe.co.uk or
call 07826 555 134.

Pupils praised for time in the dog house
WITH the Easter hol-
idays days away,
pupils across Edin-
burgh and the Loth-
ians will be looking
forward to two lesson-
free weeks. But what
h a p p e n s w h e n
lessons are over for
good and just how do
facts and figures
learned in the class-
room relate to life
after school?

Taken in isolation,
c e r t a i n s u b j e c t s
taught at school do
not always appear to
haveadirectbenefit in
the working world.
But when disciplines

are combined, it’s a
whole different story.

At Deans Commu-
nity High School in
Livingston, pupils
have recently been
involved in ‘In The
Doghouse’, an S3 pro-
ject arranged jointly
between the maths,
craft and design and
technology depart-
ments.

The project saw
pupils build dog ken-
nels, which sounds
simple enough. But
they didn’t only build
the kennels, they
designed them, iden-
tified and worked out

the cost of materials
and took into consid-
eration wages and
timespent in thesame
way a normal busi-
ness would, before
going on to sell them
in the community.

“The project has
enhanced students’
ability toapplyknowl-
edge and transfer
skills from different
areas of the curricu-
lum,” said headteach-
er Elaine Cooke.

“Young peop le
engage so much more
productively when
they can make con-
nections between

subjects, see the rel-
evance of what they
are learning and
apply their learning
effectively.

“Their confidence
is boosted when they
can put mathematical
concepts to use. They
are developing enter-
prising attitudes. This
is energising – they
get a thirst for knowl-
edge, want to learn
more, do better.”

The Deans project
is just one example of
the Scottish Govern-
ment’s Curriculum
for Excellence pro-
gramme, which aims

to enhance learning
by taking lessons
beyond the classroom
and making them rel-
evant to life outside
school.

Teachers of all sub-
jects are working
together to provide a
more engaging and
joined-up learning
experience.

It’s not only sec-
ondary school pupils
that will benefit from
Curriculum for Excel-
lence. Teachers will
now work together
from pre-school right
up to school leaving
age.

TALK THE TALK
FIONA’S hints on building
confidence with a new
language on holiday:
1. Remember, wherever you
are, the locals will love you
for trying, even if you make
mistakes.
2. Learn simple words for
“hello”, “goodbye”, “please”
and “thank-you”, “beer”,
“coffee”, “wine” or whatever
your preference is, and
numbers one to three, or
however many are in your

party. That’s enough to get
you going.
3. Set a target to learn
another five or six words
before you come home.
4. Carry a little notebook to
jot down specific words you
might want to use again,
writing them phonetically so
that you recall the correct
pronunciation.
5. Use your “new language”
in the house so you don’t
forget the words.
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