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vi Meet Miss Mason and François

Meet Miss Mason and
François
Why are we studying Italian this way?

If you are like me, you may wonder why we learn things in a particular way;
certainly the methods in Speaking Italian with Miss Mason and François are
unique. I can best explain them to you by introducing you to Miss Mason and
François. They lived in the days of Charles Dickens and Florence Nightingale—
the latter half of the 1800s—but their ideas are amazingly fresh today and will
help you learn Italian.

Miss Charlotte Mason liked a good joke and being outside in the woods.
People who met her say that she always made them feel better about them-
selves. She lived in Victorian England, but her ideas were not typical. For
instance, many people believed poor children couldn’t learn; she knew that
wasn’t true. Her own family had not been wealthy; the U.S. Civil War had
been bad for her father’s business. And her parents died by the time she was
sixteen. She knew that even poor orphans could learn. She thought all chil-
dren should read the best authors, hear great composers’ music, observe the
great artists’ paintings, and spend time outside observing the many and varied
works of the Creator. She also believed that every family should be able to con-
nect with families from other countries by learning to speak several languages.

Though Miss Mason probably never met Monsieur François Gouin in per-
son, his ideas inspired her. He was a Frenchman who tried unsuccessfully to
learn German. He took classes, then he memorized words from a dictionary,
but he still couldn’t speak German. One day he asked German children to
teach him how to say the steps to opening a door. He found that if he said the
German sentences and acted them out, he could remember them! He was so
excited that he created sets of sentences to describe everything he saw and did
in German. Each set described a single activity: how to get water from the well,
how to light a fire, how an acorn grows into a tree, and even how the shepherd
walks by with his dogs.

François opened language schools where people learned languages using
these sets, which he called “Gouin series.” His students learned to think and
speak about all of life in other languages. Miss Mason used his method and
had such success that many students were soon learning more than three
languages at a time—and they were only studying each one for a few minutes
at a time two or three times a week.

Gouin saw that it is hard to remember lists, but easy to remember how to
do things in a logical order. That is why we are not learning lists of things in
Italian, but rather we are learning how to do things in Italian. The first thing
you learn in a Gouin series are the verbs. Miss Mason called verbs the “king
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words.” Why? You cannot have a sentence without verbs. Repeat the verbs
slowly until you know them, then learn the rest of the sentence. To speak
Italian with others, you need to know verbs.

I studied German when I was young. My mother used to tell me that I
would know German when I could think it or, better yet, dream in it. To help
you think in Italian, this book contains Gouin series about the everyday things
you do. Most likely these are things you wouldn’t say in English, e.g., "I take a
book, I open the book, I close the book." But when you first learned to speak,
you probably did narrate your actions, e.g., “I open the book! I’m reading
it!” or “Watch me Mom! I kick the ball!” Narrating what you do creates new
connections in your brain; when you narrate the Gouin series you are making
connections in Italian.

When you truly know something, you are able to remember it. Miss Mason
knew that the best way for you to remember something was to narrate it back
to someone—your teachers, mother, friends, etc. Something about hearing or
reading and then telling it back helps your mind retain knowledge. Modern
science shows that Miss Mason was right. We know now that we tend to
remember only 10% of what we read, 20% of what we hear, and 30% of what
we see. But if we both see and hear it, we remember 40%; if we discuss it,
we remember 50% of it; if we teach it, we remember 90% of it. In a sense,
narrating is teaching, because you are telling someone else “the story.”

Miss Mason knew, though, that we need good stories to narrate. You’ve
probably read a fabulous book and told friends about it without having to refer
to the book. Why? Good stories have a flow to them; they have a beginning,
middle, and end or what we call a “narrative form.” Miss Mason called the
stories we can’t wait to tell “living” stories. Gouin series, too, take a narrative
form; living series should be easy to narrate back in English. Be sure to learn
each series in English and act it out. That way when you start learning the
Italian, you know what you are saying and your mind translates each action
into Italian. The English and Italian words do not translate exactly, but the
ideas do. The series teach the idea in Italian of opening the door or packing
your backpack and so on.

What can I do to learn Italian well?

You hold within you the power to learn Italian well. Miss Mason believed
that you learn what you pay attention to; neuroscientists agree with her. You
don’t need to study French for hours, but you do need to focus intensely.
Fifteen minutes of intense focus serves you better than an hour of loose study.

Listen to the series to train your ear to hear the Italian sounds and to know
how to pronounce new words. Once you are familiar with a series, read it—you
remember more of what you both hear and see. Writing out a series will help
you remember even more.

Also, act out what you are saying. When you do so, you create more con-
nections in the brain to help you remember the new phrases. It is tempting to
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just say the series, but remember that little extra effort to act out the series
helps you learn more quickly.

Finally, challenge yourself. After learning two or three series, create and
act out new ones using the phrases you know. Use phrases from series in
conversation. Sit with a friend and talk about what you do: “What do you do
in the afternoon?” “I read an interesting book” or “I go visit a friend.” You need
not include every sentence from the series, but use a few or even simply use
the title, e.g., “What do you do?” “I play with a ball.” When you can talk about
what happened yesterday, tell stories to each other: “Did I tell you what my dog
did yesterday? First, he barked at himself in the mirror. Then he . . . ” Telling
stories helps you remember the Italian sentences that much more—and it is
fun.

Why Miss Mason and François Gouin?

If you use Gouin series, do you need to know Miss Mason? If you use
Gouin series without Miss Mason’s methods and motives, your practice may
look very different. For instance, you might try to study Italian for hours.
Miss Mason taught that you can focus best in short lessons: 20 minutes for
younger students and 40 minutes for older ones. Modern scientists who study
the brain using CAT scans say she was right. In fact, we now know that even
in a 40 minute class, you remember more if there are two 20 minute activities.
Studying something for hours does not mean that you learn more.

Without knowing Miss Mason you might assume you should memorize lists
of Gouin series. But Miss Mason said not all series are living series to all
students, so you won’t remember every series you study; and you don’t have
to stick with a series until you know it. Instead, focus on what you know; you
may forget a few series, but you will remember many others.

Finally, Miss Mason wanted you and your family to learn languages so that
you could be ambassadors for your country. That doesn’t mean you have to
travel. You can speak Italian with your Italian neighbors or with Italians in
Italy—but in both cases you represent your nation in their eyes. She wanted
you to discuss good literature, poetry, politics, current events, and even mat-
ters of faith—to do much more than pay for a taxi or check into a hotel room.
She wanted you to use your language ability to connect with others—to serve
them and your country. Miss Mason had great confidence in our ability to
learn. If you are studying more than one language at school or at home, you
should know that Miss Mason thought it was possible to do so. She often said
that we need a feast for the mind; I hope the Gouin series in this book provide
part of that feast.

Buon viaggio!

Allyson D. Adrian AKA “Dr. A”
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How to use this volume
Perhaps the most important thing I can tell you is that this volume is meant
to take you two to three years to work through. I recommend learning a new
series every one to two weeks, depending on the length of the series. I wouldn’t
linger over a single series any longer than two weeks even if you don’t know
it perfectly; nor would I learn more than one series in a week. You are most
likely to persevere if you go at a moderate rate.

I designed this volume so that most of the series build on each other. If you
begin with series one, then you will already know several of the verbs in series
two. New verbs are introduced in each series; by working through the volume,
you learn gradually without being overwhelmed. And since the series build,
learning a new one can actually help reinforce the one you just studied.

It is possible to learn the series out of order. If the beginning series are
too easy, jump to the middle and challenge yourself. (Consider, though, that
I have learned new expressions in these early series, even when I had studied
the language at the college level.) Even in the middle, if you learn several series
in proximity to each other, they will build on each other. What matters most is
that you follow the method for learning Gouin series—not that you follow my
ordering of them.

How to Approach a Lesson

I designed this book to help you follow Miss Mason’s method. Look at a
series. Each of the four columns represents a step in the process. The first
column contains the entire English series. That is the first thing to learn. You
can probably do that in a single ten minute session, but if you need more than
one session, take it. It is vital to know the English by heart before going further.
Acting it out as you say it helps you remember the series.

In the second column, you see the English verbs. The second step is to say
and act out the verbs. When you can do so from memory, it is time to go to the
facing page which contains the Italian.

The first column on the Italian page contains the Italian verbs. If you are
using this volume with a teacher, the student should say the first English verb
in the series, then the teacher should introduce the first Italian verb, and the
student should repeat it. If you are using the volume at home, say the first
English verb, then listen to the Italian verb on the audio. Repeat the Italian
verb slowly three times. Work your way through the lists of English and Italian
verbs in the series, occasionally going back to see if you can say all the Italian
verbs so far. Be sure to act them out as you say them. Acting out is essential
to this method.

Try saying the Italian verbs from memory. When you can do that, you are
ready to move to the fourth column, which contains the entire series. Learn
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the sentences one part at a time. Sometimes you can do this very quickly—on
the same day that you learn the series in English. Sometimes, though, it may
take two or even three days to learn the entire series. That is okay; you are
learning.

Under each series is a response box. These are comments a teacher can
say to the student(s) to develop an ear for questions and feedback. Many of
the response boxes contain two columns: one addressed to a single student
and a second addressed to many students. Italian uses different words for
“you” based on whether you are speaking to one person or to many. The verb
also changes. In English I could simply say “Watch me”—and that would be
appropriate if I were speaking to one student or to ten students. In Italian,
though, I would need to say “Guardami!” to one student and “Guardateme!” to
ten students. Teachers should feel free to address comments and questions to
one student or to the whole class. If you are learning alone at home, take an
extra minute and say the responses and answer the questions.

You should know that in Italian the spelling of a word sometimes depends
on whether the subject is male or female. So, for example, where you see the
English word “friend,” in the Italian series you will read “amico/amica.” That
is to indicate that “amico” refers to a male friend; however, “amica” refers to a
female friend. Anytime you see two possible alternatives one ending in ”o” and
the other in ”a”, know that the first is for the masculine form and the second
for the feminine.

Older students (eleven and up) and adults should copy each series. You
may be tempted to skip copywork and rush to a new series; however, copying
the series helps you remember it. This method emphasizes oral learning, so
train the ear first; but once you know the series, take time to write it.

At the bottom of some pages you will find recitations, conversations, ex-
ercises, or grammar. (The grammar does not replace a grammar book, but it
does allow you to approach grammar intuitively from the series.) These are
optional activities to engage the mind as you learn Italian. Miss Mason said
that a change was as good as a rest, and these are a few ways in which you
can change your lesson routines. I did not include songs in the book, but I
urge you to learn three or four Italian songs each year. They are a delightful
way to increase your fluency.

When learning series we are translating ideas rather than words. Italian
may employ entirely different verbs than we would use to convey an idea in
English. For instance, in English we say, "I eat breakfast," and in French you
”take” breakfast, but in Italian you say, "I make breakfast." So recognize when
the verbs don’t correspond exactly and think to yourself, “Ah, that is the verb
used to convey this idea in Italian. Isn’t that interesting?”

Because we are translating ideas, the volume works for those who want to
learn English, too. Italian speakers should start with the series in Italian, then
say the verbs in the Italian column, and move to the left to see the correspond-
ing verbs in English, and finally learn the entire English series.
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I open the book
I take the book. take

I open the book. open

I close the book. close

Variations:
I take the notebook. I open the notebook.
I close the notebook.
I take the wallet. I open the wallet.
I close the wallet.

Responses: To the student: Watch me!
What do I take?*

What do I open?
What do I close?
What are you opening?
What are you closing?
What are you doing?

To the students: Watch me!
What do I take?†

What do I open?
What do I close?
What are you opening?
What are you closing?
What are you doing?

†I have put simpler questions here that one can ask without changing
the verb conjugation just learned. I do this with young students to help
them think using what they learned in the series. I encourage teachers to
do the same until students are ready to process hearing the ” you ” form
of the verb. At that time, the more complex questions can be added. I
will not continue to provide the simpler questions throughout the volume,
but know that the question words on pp.12-13 can be used with the first
person form of the verb.

†See above.
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Apro il libro
Prendo il libro.prendo

Apro il libro.apro

Chiudo il libro.chiudo

Variazioni:
Prendo il taccuino. Apro il taccuino.
Chiudo il taccuino.
Prendo il portafoglio. Apro il portafoglio.
Chiudo il portafoglio.

Risposte: Allo studente: Guardami!
Che cosa prendo?‡

Che cosa apro?
Che cosa chiudo?
Che cosa stai aprendo?
Che cosa stai chiudendo?
Che cosa stai facendo?

Agli studenti: Guardatemi!
Che cosa prendo?§

Che cosa apro?
Che cosa chiudo?
Che cosa state aprendo?
Che cosa state chiudendo?
Che cosa state facendo?

§I have put simple questions here for the sake of young learners. Note
that in the English one must add the verb ”to do” to the verb in the series.
In English one does not say, ”What I take?” but rather ”What do I take?”

§See above.
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I sharpen my pencil
I open my backpack. open

I take my pencil sharpener. take
I take my pencil. take

I sharpen my pencil. sharpen

I close my backpack. close

Responses: To the student: Pay attention!
Look at my pencil.
Look at my pencil sharpener.
What are you doing?

To the students: Pay attention!
Look at my pencil.
Look at my pencil sharpener.
What are you doing?

Recitation
Psalm 16:1*

Preserve me, O God:
for in thee do I put my trust.

*The New King James Version. Copyright 1982 by Thomas Nelson, Inc.
Used by permission. All rights reserved.
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Tempero la matita
Apro lo zaino (zainetto).apro

Prendo il temperamatite.prendo
Prendo la matita.†prendo
Témpero la matita.témpero
Chiudo lo zaino.chiudo

Risposte: Allo studente: Fai attenzione!
Guarda la matita.
Guarda il temperamatite.
Che cosa stai facendo?

Agli studenti: Fate attenzione!
Guardate la matita.
Guardate il temperamatite.
Che cosa state facendo?

Recitazione
Salmi 16:1*

Proteggimi, o Dio:
in te mi rifugio.

*Italians use the possessive pronoun "my" less often than English
speakers. Here the article is used.

*The Conferenza Episcopale Italiana. Public Domain.
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I put three pencils in the
pencil case

I open the pencil case. open

I take a pencil. take
I put the pencil in the pencil case. put

I take two pencils. take

I put the pencils in the pencil case. put

I close the pencil case. close

Variations:
I open the pencil bag. I take a pencil. I put the pencil in the

pencil bag. . . .
I open the box. I take a pencil. I put the pencil in the box. . . .
I open the backpack. I take a pencil. I put the pencil in the

backpack. . . .

Responses: To the student: Pay attention.
Look at the pencil case.
Look at a pencil.
What do you do first?
And after, what do you do?

To the students: Pay attention.
Look at the pencil case.
Look at a pencil.
What do you do first?
And after, what do you do?

Exercise
I count to ten I count: I indicate the order:

one first
two second
three third
four fourth
five fifth
six sixth
seven seventh
eight eighth
nine ninth
ten tenth
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Metto tre matite
nell’astuccio

Apro l’astuccio delle matite.apro

Prendo una matita.prendo
Metto la matita nell’astuccio.metto

Prendo due matite.prendo

Metto le matite nell’astuccio.metto

Chiudo l’astuccio delle matite.chiudo

Variazioni:
Apro il sacchetto delle matite, ecc. . . .
Apro la scatola, ecc. . . .
Apro lo zaino, ecc. . . .

Risposte: Allo studente: Fai attenzione.
Guarda l’astuccio delle matite.
Guarda la matita.
Che cosa fai per primo?
E dopo, che cosa farai?

Agli studenti: Fate attenzione.
Guardate l’astuccio delle matite.
Guardate la matita.
Che cosa fate per primo?
E dopo, che cosa farete?

Esercizio
Conto fino a dieci Conto: Indico l’ordine:

uno primo
due secondo
tre terzo
quattro quarto
cinque quinto
sei sesto
sette settimo
otto ottavo
nove nono
dieci decimo
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I get up
I get up in the morning. get up

I brush my teeth. brush
I wash my face. wash

I comb my hair. comb

I get dressed. get dressed

I eat breakfast. eat

I make my lunch. make

I put my lunch in my lunchbox. put

I leave my house. leave

I get in the car. get in

I go to school. go

Responses: To the student: Listen to me.
Watch me.
I will begin and you follow.
Please repeat after me.

To the students: Listen to me.
Watch me.
I will begin and you follow.
Please repeat after me.

Exercise
The days

One day passes;
two, three, four, five, six, seven days pass:
a week passes!

There are seven days in a week.
The days of the week are:

Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday,
Thursday, Friday, Saturday, and Sunday.
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Mi alzo
Mi alzo al mattino.mi alzo

Mi lavo i denti.mi lavo

Mi lavo il viso.mi lavo

Mi pettino i capelli.mi pettino

Mi vesto.mi vesto

Faccio la prima colazione.†faccio

Preparo il mio pranzo.preparo

Metto il mio pranzo nel mio contenitore.metto

Esco da casa.esco

Entro in macchina.entro

Vado a scuola.vado

Risposte: Allo studente: Ascoltami.
Guardami.
Comincerò e tu mi seguirai.
Ripeti dopo di me, per favore.

Agli student: Ascoltatemi.
Guardatemi.
Comincerò e voi mi seguirete.
Ripetete dopo di me, per favore.

Esercizio
I giorni

Passa un giorno;
Passano due, tre, quattro, cinque, sei, sette giorni:
Passa una settimana!

Ci sono sette giorni in una settimana.
I giorni della settimana sono:

lunedì, martedì, mercoledì,
giovedì, venerdì, sabato, e domenica.

†In English we "eat" breakfast; in Italian we "make" breakfast.
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