
Note: Many years after graduating, I visited my alma mater and got to thinking about how my 
education applied to my work as a high-tech marcom writer. I wrote this essay, which the French 
department published and regularly gives to French majors. 

I know you graduating French majors are booked solid this time of year interviewing 
with companies bidding for your services, so I’ll get right to the point. You may doubt 
it now, but your professors and other educators are right about something they’ve  
been telling you for years, namely, that a degree in French can help you succeed in  
the business world—even if your job has nothing to do with French. Hard to believe,  
I know. And you’ll probably continue to think it’s propaganda for years after you’re out 
of school; I know I did. But in the 25 years since I graduated (yes, many people who 
graduated that long ago are still alive), I’ve come to realize that studying French was  
a good thing in a lot of ways, not the least of which is that it prepared me to succeed 
at what I do. Here’s how.

Reading and Re-Reading (and Re-Reading)

This essay is not a paean to French people and France, or about how studying French 
can give you insight into another culture and people, and introduce you to great 
literature and berets and Gauloises. (It can, but you’re tired of hearing that.) I want to 
talk about more practical benefits—the kind that can help you succeed at whatever you 
end up doing.

You can thank the explication de texte for the first benefit. Unless teaching methods have 
changed more than I think, you graduating French Lit majors have done plenty of those. 
Although you may be fed up with them right now, you’ll discover that—like being 
exposed to the sun on Krypton—they have given you special powers. Doing explications de 
texte taught me—and has taught you—to read slowly, read a passage as many times as 
necessary, identify the purpose and structure of the passage, and explain how the writer 
achieved the desired effect—or not. I use that skill all the time in my job to understand 
exactly what’s right and wrong with business documents I have to work with.

Being able to read that closely is a definite advantage in business, because I’ve found 
many businesspeople can’t or won’t read carefully. They think reading things quickly 
makes them look smart. And so it does—until they’re required to evaluate the thing 
they just read. Then it’s clear they weren’t French majors, because you can tell they 
read so superficially that they can’t say whether a piece of writing communicates 
effectively or not. But you can. You’ll know what you’re talking about, and will be able 
to separate the useful documents from the useless ones. You’ll even be able to dissect  
a sentence and find that it’s just a string of buzzwords—an emperor with no clothes. 
(Believe me, there are lots of those in the world of corporate and marketing 
communications.) Reading and explicating poems and short passages of literature has 
given you this power.
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dancing BackwaRds

Someone once said about Ginger Rogers that “she did everything Fred Astaire did 
except backwards and in high heels.” The same goes for French majors: In school, we do 
everything English majors do, except in a foreign language. I complained about that at 
the time, but now that I’m a writer, I’m grateful for the added degree of difficulty.

Why? Because learning to read, write, and speak another language really does teach 
you how language works and makes you more comfortable with grammar, vocabulary, 
and writing style than people who haven’t studied a foreign language. That’s a very 
marketable skill; many non-language-majors view writing and editing as some arcane 
discipline, like computer programming, and are only too happy to hire and pay me to 
write so they don’t have to struggle with it.

Speaking of struggling, I distinctly remember turning in French papers that contained 
some exceptionally fuzzy thinking. French professors cut me no slack, which irked me 
then but benefits me now. I think that, contrary to the permissiveness that was the 
spirit of the times (the early 1970s), my professors from France were totally uncool 
about lowering their standards for American students. The kind of paper that might get 
a B or better in another class would get a well-deserved C from a professor trained in 
France. Maybe the same thing has happened to you. I recall liking it about as much as 
a flabby recruit likes being whipped into shape by a drill sergeant, but I now believe  
it was the absolute right thing to do. Those French professors, in the tradition of the 
Jesuits, did me a favor by not rewarding sloppy reasoning and careless writing. It was 
good training, because sharp business clients don’t reward it, either.

MaRRow extRaction 1a

Beyond teaching you how to think, majoring in French also gives you plenty to think 
about. I said I wasn’t going to gush about French literature, but I lied. When you study 
it, you’re getting a collection of the Greatest Hits of the Past 15 Centuries. (Not sold in 
stores.) Even if you think there were a few off centuries, studying French has introduced 
you to great ideas and insights that you’ll rediscover and recognize in years to come. For 
example, I often write about computer software, and you might think that a sixteenth-
century French author would have very little useful advice regarding that task. Not so. 
In an essay called “La Substantifique Moelle,” Rabelais advises readers to find the 
essential “marrow” of a document and ignore the rest. When working on a long writing 
assignment, I get so much background material to read that I could be overwhelmed  
if I didn’t stay focused on recognizing the kernel of each document and discarding  
the detail. That concept, and the practice I got applying it in studying and analyzing 
literature, serves me today both as a reader and a writer in the business world.

Educators like to say that the university is not a vocational school and students should 
see their education, especially in the liberal arts, as a preparation for success in any 
number of unspecified pursuits. Well of course they’re going to say that about a degree 
that doesn’t immediately open doors at Fortune 500 companies. But, in fact, the educators 
have got it right. Your degree does open doors, and sooner than you might imagine, 
because your education has taught you how to think. I can assure you that many 
employers are actively looking for people who have that skill—people like French majors.
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