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Activity One: 

Reading comprehension questions for the transcript of McCleland’s NPR broadcast, 

“Saving a French Dialect That Once Echoed in the Ozarks” (September 23, 2014, 

http://www.npr.org/2014/09/23/349853440/saving-a-french-dialect-that-once-echoed-

in-ozarks): 

1.) Where is Pawpaw French spoken? 

Pawpaw French is spoken Southeastern Missouri in the town of Old Mines.  Old Mines is 

located in the Ozarks. 

2.) What are some common traits shared by speakers of Pawpaw French? 

It is common for speakers of Pawpaw French to be in their 70s and 80s and to know 

enough of the dialect to understand it when it is spoken to them but not to know enough 

of it to be fluent in it. 

3.) Cyrilla Boyer, who was 78 at the time of the September 23, 2014 NPR 

broadcast of the interview, recounts what happened to children who spoke 

Pawpaw French when she was in school. Give a brief summary of what she 

describes. 
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She explains that teachers would smack student knuckles for speaking any type of French 

in the classroom. 

4.) Do you think it was fair that school children were physically punished for 

speaking Pawpaw French? 

Answers will vary. 

5.) Why do you think teachers did not want school children speaking a language 

other than English in the classroom? 

Answers will vary. 

6.) What was the end result of school children being physically punished for 

speaking Pawpaw French? 

The language became stigmatized and thus parents no longer passed on the language to 

their children.  Consequently, Pawpaw French is now disappearing as only a few people 

know how to speak it and then only a few isolated words or expressions of it.   

7.) What is the origin of the name of Pawpaw French? 

It is named after a local fruit-bearing tree.  

8.) Give a description of the pawpaw fruit. 

This unique fruit has a texture somewhat like a banana and a taste somewhat like papaya. 

It is approximately three inches in length. 

9.) Give a linguistic description of Pawpaw French. 

Pawpaw French blends a Canadian French accent with a Louisiana French vocabulary. 

10.) When and why was Old Mines settled? 

According to the NPR broadcast, Old Mines was settled in approximately 1723 when the 

area was part of upper Louisiana. Workers from Canada and Louisiana came to Old 



Mines in search of work in the lead mines. However, the inside jacket cover of It’s Good 

to Tell You: French Folktales from Missouri
1
 also explains that Old Mines was settled in 

the 1700s by immigrants from France and French colonists fleeing Illinois after the 

French and Indian War. 

11.) Why did Pawpaw French survive in Old Mines while the dialect faded in the 

nearby towns of De Soto, Bonne Terre, and Ste. Genevieve? 

Old Mines was much more isolated and remote. 

12.) Who is currently the ambassador for Pawpaw French to the outside world? 

Historian and musician Dennis Stroughmatt is the Pawpaw French ambassador. 

13.) When did Stroughmatt first become hooked on Pawpaw French? 

He first visited Old Mines back in the 1990s for a class project while a student at 

Southeast Missouri State University when he claims there were still hundreds of Pawpaw 

French speakers. 

14.) How does Stroughmatt describe Pawpaw French? 

Stroughmatt describes Pawpaw French as eating candy as it is a very sweet French. 

15.) What is Stroughmatt’s hope for the future for Pawpaw French? 

Stroughmatt is realistic. He knows that Pawpaw French will no longer be spoken by 

many people. However, he hopes parts of Pawpaw French will survive and that children 

will learn some phrases so some parts of it and the identity of Pawpaw French from the 

Missourian Ozarks is retained. 

 

                                                         
1
Thomas, Rosemary Hyde (trans.) and Joseph Médard Carrière. It’s Good to Tell You: 

French Folktales from Missouri. Columbia and London: University of Missouri 

Press, 1981. 



Activity Two: 

Audio comparison of Pawpaw French with other French dialects 

1) Access the short video clips of Pawpaw French speakers from McCleland’s NPR 

report. 

2) Access the three-minute YouTube video of Pawpaw French speakers at 

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gNBpRyB5T1M#t=17. 

3) Access the PBS documentary available online at 

 http://video.optv.org/video/1392954094/.  

4) Access Bridgit Bowden, Jake Godin, and Ryan Schuessler’s article “Missouri’s 

Pawpaw French Dialect Fading into Silence” at 

http://america.aljazeera.com/articles/2014/1/9/missouri-s-paw-

pawfrenchdialectfadingintosilence.html.  This article is a nice supplement to 

McCleland’s NPR report and includes the lyrics and Natalie Villmer’s rendition 

of “La Guignolee,” the song that has become the enduring symbol of French 

heritage in Old Mines and is traditionally sung on New Year’s Day. 

5) Access “Ethnicity in the Ozarks:  The French Community of Old Mines” at 

http://video.optv.org/video/1392954094/. 

6) As McCleland’s Nhttp://video.optv.org/video/1392954094/PR report 

specifically speaks to the similarities between Pawpaw French vocabulary and 

Louisiana French vocabulary, introduce students to Jim Soileau’s radio program, 

“La Tasse de Café.”  Broadcast out of Ville Platte, LA on radio station 92.5 

KVPI-FM (http://www.oldies925.com/talk-show/la-tasse-de-cafe), “La Tasse 
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de Café” is one of the last vestiges of French-language talk programming on 

Louisiana radio. 

7) As McCleland’s NPR report specifically speaks to the similarities between 

Pawpaw French accent and a Canadian French accent, find examples of a 

Canadian French accent.  Given that Pawpaw French is spoken in a remote area, 

it is recommended that examples be found from varied areas of Quebec, New 

Brunswick and Manitoba.  One could, for example, begin with CKSB-10-FM 

radio broadcasts from St. Boniface, Manitoba, available at  

 http://ici.radio-canada.ca/premiere. 

8) Ask students to explain which aspects of spoken Pawpaw French were most 

striking to them. Are students able to recognize vocabulary that exists in both 

Pawpaw French and Louisiana French? Are students able to recognize the 

similarities to a Canadian French accent? Do they find some aspect of spoken 

Pawpaw French that is particularly difficult to understand? Do they hear any 

influences from the English language in spoken Pawpaw French?   

 

Activity Three: 

Understanding Pawpaw French culture 

1.) Ask students to define a “tall tale.” 

2.) Ask students to give an example of a tall tale, such as Paul Bunyan.  

3.) Before reading one of the tales found in It’s Good to Tell You: French Folktales 

from Missouri with students, be sure to read the historical background section in 

http://ici.radio-canada.ca/premiere


the book’s preface and the sections after the stories
2
 as they provide a very telling 

perspective on how speakers of Pawpaw French are able to connect with their 

heritage via these folktales. 

4.) Read one of the tales found in It’s Good to Tell You: French Folktales from 

Missouri with students. 

5.) Follow-up discussion should focus on having students compare and contrast the 

Pawpaw French tale with the “American” tall tale.  

6.) Ask students to retell a tale from their own families, maybe even the “fish that got 

away” story, using their own French language skills.  

7.) This activity can be extended even further, for example, by the incorporation of a 

Quebecois folk tale or a fairy tales by Marie-Catherine d’Aulnoy. 

 

Activity Four: 

Vocabulary matching (with a potential for comparison with Louisiana French 

vocabulary) based on “Little John and His Animals”/“P’tsit Jean” (pp.  3-7). 

1.) Instructors will find that adding line numbers to the story will make vocabulary 

lessons much more doable.  A very simple way to do this is to scan the story 

(eliminating the English, if desired) and number the lines by hand on a printed 

copy before making additional copies from which to work.  Or, a more formal 

method requires changing the document into Word. To do so, one must first scan 

the story and save it as a PDF. Then OCR that to turn it into Word. Then edit 

                                                         
2
The historical background sections after the stories are “An Overview of a Fairy Tale,” 

“The Old Mines Community and Its People,” “The Character and Culture of the 

Missouri French,” “The Fairy Tales in the 1930s,” and “Conclusion.”  



(particularly the apostrophes and quotation marks facing the wrong way). Use 

PDF Escape to combine the two scans. For the purposes of these instructor’s 

guidelines, I refer to the page numbers of the story in their original published 

format. 

2.) Before attempting any type of vocabulary exercise with students, it is essential 

that they understand there exists no standard way to write Pawpaw French as its 

origins were primarily oral.  Rosemary Hyde Thomas explains the tremendous 

task undertaken by Joseph Médard Carrière in her edited collection:   

The people who had told these stories held them as symbols of the 

best that their culture had to offer and as memories of a time when 

life had been physically hard but emotionally and spiritually 

rewarding. Thus, it seemed important to preserve this kind of 

symbol at a time when the use of the Old Mines French language 

was diminishing, even though ethnic pride in the community was 

increasing. For this reason, it began to seem imperative to rescue 

the stories in Carrière’s book, which he had so brilliantly captured 

in the 1930s, making them available once again not only to the 

children and grandchildren of his storytellers but also to the greater 

public today. Rescue is the proper word here, because Carrière had 

transcribed them exactly as he had heard them, in Missouri French 

dialect. At that time, there was no standard way to write down this 

dialect, so in addition to the unique words and constructions, he 

used unique spellings. (vii) 

 

3.) Helpful for students to know is that a narrative device that is frequently 

employed is the repetition of particular word or phrase.  In “Little John and His 

Animals”/“P’tsit Jean,” one encounters “Tsu veux que j’vaille avec touè?” (5) 

This narrative technique of repetition allows for the emphasis to be placed on a 

particular element of the story.   

4.) With no standard method for writing Pawpaw French, ask students to focus on 

patterns, such as metathesis (rearranging of sounds or syllables in words) and 



palatalization (a way of pronouncing a consonant in which part of the tongue is 

moved close to the hard palate or a sound change that results in a consonant or a 

vowel being pronounced closer to the hard palate).   

5.) Examples of vocabulary that demonstrate metathesis are “courpourir” for 

“parcourir” and “eurtourne” for “retourne.” 

6.) Examples of vocabulary that demonstrate palatalization are the following: 

p’tsit = petit 

partsir = partir 

dzu = du 

rendzu =  rendu 

tsu = tu 

dzire = dire (Fun can be had with students if you ask them to try to 

project what some conjugations might be.  Two exist in “Little 

John and His Animals”/“P’tsit Jean”:  dzit = dit and dzisent = 

disent). 

coutsume = coutume 

sortsi – sorti 

dziab = diable 

clôtsure = cloture. 

7.) Also of note is the fact that apostrophes often replace omitted letters, such as the 

unaccented “e” in “p’tsit” for “petit” in the story title and throughout the story or 

the dropping of the “i” in “’l” for “il” or even the “l” in “il” as in “I l’a j’té dans 

ein coin” (second line of page 7). 
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8.) Often times a final consonant is doubled followed by the vowel “e” to so as to 

reflect spoken Pawpaw French where the final consonant is pronounced, such as 

“maisonne” for “maison.” 

9.) In contrast to final consonants being pronounced, are instances when consonants 

are not pronounced. When this happens, the final consonant is put in brackets, as 

in “boeu[f].” 

10.) Examination of the written Pawpaw French shows that some words persist in 

modern standard French, such as “pis” for “puis.”  

11.) Instructors will also want to draw students’ attention to the inconsistent usage of 

the subjunctive, such as “Tsu veu que j’vaille avec touè?’ (5) vs. “Tsu veux que 

j’vas avec touè?” (7)  

12.) Students will also need to be made aware of the fact that subject nouns are 

frequently repeated as pronouns, as in “P’tsit Jean ‘l” and “P’tsit Jean i’ s’a 

révillé.” 

13.) Animals that are native to North American have varied names, depending on the 

region, such as “eune bête piante” = “une mouffette” (a skunk). Of note: “piante” 

is an altered pronunciation of “puante.” 

14.) Not to be overlooked are the additions of extra vowels, such as “eune” = “une” 

and “ein” = “un.” It is important to clarify for students that vowels are added in 

spelling to represent the non-standard pronunciation.  That is to say, the added 

vowel indicates an altered sound rather than an additional sound. 

15.) Finally, one will note “souère” for “soir,” “ouère” for “voir” and “ontvaient” for 

“avaient.” 


