Reading Modern and Medieval Languages at Cambridge


The following is some undergraduate advice regarding how to make the most of your first year studying Modern and Medieval Languages at Cambridge. Accordingly, the information below is born of personal experience and it should be noted that the approaches to study described, for example, may not suit everyone. However, hopefully this will be useful to you when beginning your course at Cambridge.

MML at Cambridge
Studying Modern and Medieval Languages at Cambridge is exciting, challenging and rewarding. The MML course is one of the most flexible in the University, because of the variety of subject options available. This means that even from their first year, students can, to a certain extent, pursue their personal interests. The high standard of teaching and range of resources are just some of the positive aspects of the course. There are usually around two to four linguists in each year at Peterhouse, however this can vary. Feel free to ask students in the years above any questions around college if you have any worries or concerns, or simply want to know a little bit more about studying MML .
In their first year, all students of MML at Cambridge study two languages. The Department offers Dutch, French, German, Modern Greek, Italian, Portuguese, Russian and Spanish. In addition, either Classical Latin or Classical Greek can be combined with any of the above in the MML Tripos. Alternatively, a European language can be studied with Arabic, Persian, Hindi or Hebrew. This range of options shows that there is a real diversity within the course.
One of your languages can be studied ab initio (from scratch), or they can both be studied post A Level. French is the only language which cannot be studied ab initio at Cambridge.
The MML Tripos
The MML undergraduate course lasts for four years, with the third year being spent abroad. The first year is called Part 1A, the second year Part 1B and the third and fourth years make up Part II of the Tripos.  
Part 1A

Part 1A is focused on the development of language skills. It consists of six papers, in which you will be examined at the end of the year. These are the following (in each of your languages):
1) Use of ……
2) - Translation 


- Oral 

3) Scheduled paper (For example, literature or linguistics) 
Each of these papers is explained in more detail below.

How is Part 1A taught?

The size of teaching groups and style of teaching varies. There are lectures, faculty classes of up to fifteen students and supervisions in groups of two or three.
· Lectures


You will usually have grammar lectures and lectures for your chosen 
scheduled papers (for example, literature or linguistics) for each of your 
languages. After you have arrived in Cambridge (but before the start of term), 
it is important to find out when and where your lectures are. This information 
can be found in “The Reporter,” which is a lecture list produced by the 
University. There is a copy in the Porter’s Lodge but it can also be bought 
from WH Smith or the Cambridge University bookshop. The Reporter is also 
available online at http://www.admin.cam.ac.uk/reporter. Furthermore, the 
rooms where each lecture takes place are listed on a board outside the Lecture 
Block at the Sidgwick Site on Sidgwick Avenue. This is where most of the 
lectures for MML take place and it can be found on the map at the back of the 
Cambridge University undergraduate prospectus or online.
· Language classes (Use of ……)


You will have one language class per week in each of your languages. These 
classes are called “Use of” classes (for example “Use of French.”) They are 
faculty classes of up to fifteen students. At the beginning of term you will 
usually be asked to do a diagnostic test in the language(s) you are studying 
post A Level and you will then be told which language group you are in. 
However, do not worry about these tests- they are simply to see what level you 
are at when you arrive in Cambridge. The “Use of” classes throughout the year 
are focused on the development of language skills through text analysis and 
grammar. You will study interesting 
texts which will improve your cultural 
knowledge. There is usually one piece of written homework set per week from 
these classes, along with some grammar exercises.  
· Translation classes


The number of translation classes you have will depend on the languages you 
are studying. For example, whereas some languages will involve fortnightly 
classes, others will involve weekly ones. Like language classes, translation 
classes are organised by the faculty and consist of groups of up to fifteen 
students. In these classes you will learn how to translate idiomatically from the 
languages you are studying into English. Again, the texts chosen are 
stimulating and varied, covering a wide range of genres from prose to 
journalism. You will usually be set a translation to hand in before each class, 
which you will then discuss during the class. 
· Oral supervisions 


These supervisions are organised in groups of two or three and are aimed at 
improving your spoken language. There is normally one oral supervision each 
week and your Director of Studies will inform you as to whom your 
supervisor will be. During these supervisions you will discuss a range of 
themes often based on short articles and texts, which will help improve your 
fluency and ability to argue a case orally.
· Supervisions for scheduled papers


You will have a fortnightly supervision for each of your chosen scheduled 
papers, for which you are expected to write an essay to hand in in advance to 
discuss during the supervision. Your supervisor will give you an essay title 
and reading list for each essay. It is important to use supervisions to ask any 
questions you may have on a given subject area and in particular to ask about 
any theories, ideas or concepts you have found problematic in lectures or 
during your reading for the essay. Make sure you note these questions down 
beforehand and bring them with you to the supervision. It is also a good idea 
to take notes in supervisions and write them up afterwards in more detail, 
because this will really help when it comes to revising. Above all, don’t be 
afraid to challenge any ideas you don’t agree with or ask if you are 
unsure…this is exactly what supervisions are about.
Libraries and Language resources available to you
· The Ward Library (Peterhouse college library)

During term, you can borrow five books for up to two weeks. Photocopying 
costs five pence per A4 sheet, and you can pay either in cash or by putting it 
your college bill. During the vacation, you can borrow up to ten books for the 
whole holiday. It is often worth looking here before going to the Faculty 
Library since it is not only closer but there is also less competition for 
books because Peterhouse has a relatively small number of linguists.

· The MML Faculty Library

This is located on the first floor of the RFB (Raised Faculty Building) which is 
next to the Lecture Block at the Sidgwick Site. It contains an excellent range 
of books, journals, DVDs, videos, newspapers and magazines in a variety of 
languages. During term, you can borrow up to ten books for a week at a time. 
However, some books (with a yellow and black sticker) are only available for 
overnight loan. You can buy a photocopying card (which costs one pound for 
twenty copies) at the main desk. You must then sign out the books you want to 
photocopy at the desk and take them up to the photocopier on the second floor 
of the RFB, directly above the library entrance. During the vacation, you can 
borrow up to ten books for the whole holiday. 
· The UL (University Library)

The UL is on West Road opposite the History Faculty (which is also on the 
map at the back of the University undergraduate prospectus.) The majority of 
freshers don’t need to set foot in the UL, however you may come across 
something in your reading list which leads you there. Although you cannot 
borrow books from here during your first year, you can photocopy at the UL. 
It costs seven pence per A4 sheet and you pay using a card which you can buy 
for fifty pence and top up in the photocopying room.
· CALL Facility

The CALL (Computer Assisted Language Learning) Facility provides 
computing and IT resources for teaching, learning and research in MML. It is 
located in the Raised Faculty Building. The Facility has a range of 
language 
programmes including GramEx for doing grammar exercises. It also contains 
a collection of web links for student use. 
· Language Centre
The Language Centre is in Downing Place (see the map at the back of the University undergraduate prospectus.) This is an excellent resource for watching foreign films, news recordings and satellite television. It also contains many language courses for independent study, enabling you to learn a new language (if you can find the time!) Discussion groups are also held here which can be very useful in helping you to improve your spoken language skills and to meet new people. You can find out more about the Language Centre online at http://www.langcen.cam.ac.uk. 
Approaches to reading, taking notes and writing essays

· Reading

You will be set a reading list by your supervisor for your fortnightly essay. 
Try to spread this reading out so that you can read gradually and make notes 
as you go along, as this avoids a rush to get everything done at the last minute. 
Bear in mind that you will have an essay for each language, so if your 
supervisions fall in the same week, there is an even greater need to manage 
your time effectively. Rushing your reading often leads to missing important 
information and can become stressful, whereas gradual, well- planned reading 
allows you time to formulate your ideas as you read more and more. This will 
make it easier to follow a coherent line of argument when you come to 
actually writing your essay.
· Taking notes

It is important to be clear and concise when note- taking, because too many 
notes can become overwhelming and counter- productive. You may well find 
your approach to note- taking will change according to whether you are in a 
lecture or preparing for a supervision essay.

When making notes for a supervision essay, you will probably find that at first 
you will need to make fairly extensive notes until you become more familiar 
with the topic area. Coloured pens or grouping similar or opposing ideas 

together by numbering or marking them in some way can be helpful. 
Sometimes numbering your pages of notes can also be useful at the planning 
stage of your essay so that you can make quick reference to particular ideas. If 
a book triggers any relevant questions or thoughts you may have, make a note 
of these in the margin so you can bring them up in your essay or supervision. 
Also bear in mind that the question you will answer in the exam will not be the 
same as your supervision essay title. Because of this, it is important that you 
are aware of the broader topic area and make a few notes on this as you read, 
since this will minimize the reading you will need to do for revision.

Making notes in lectures can be more challenging, as you need to keep up with 
what’s being said. However, remember that you don’t need to write down 
everything and if you have missed anything you feel is important, you can 
always ask the lecturer at the end. Try and make concise notes on the key 
points, which will often be outlined on the handout. You can even try and use 
shorthand if you find this effective. Some students like to write their notes up 
after lectures, either by hand or on the computer, however this is entirely up to 
you. Clear, detailed lecture notes are invaluable when it comes to writing 
essays and revising for exams. Furthermore, they often serve to clarify areas 
which appeared more problematic during the lecture itself.
· Writing essays

Most supervisors are happy for students to write essays by hand or on the 
computer, however they will let you know if they have a preference. 
Otherwise, it is down to personal choice. Whilst word-processing can be 
advantageous for inserting or restructuring sections of text, writing by hand 
can be good practice for exams and can ensure you have a clear line of 
argument in your head before you begin writing. 

It is vital to write a detailed, structured essay plan before you begin to write, in 
order to ensure your essay is coherent and your argument is clear. Make a note 
of the examples you will use to back up each point you make and ensure your 
introduction and conclusion are strong and follow through logically. It is 
always tempting to skip the planning stage, since it is often time-consuming. 
However, ultimately this will make your essay more focused and easier to 
write.

…and finally! ...don’t worry if you struggle with your first essay because 
usually everyone finds it hard- your supervisors will understand that you need 
find your feet and make the adjustment from writing A Level style essays, so 
just do your best, make the deadline, and you will be surprised how much and 
how quickly you will improve from then on.
Useful tips and approaches to language study
· Vocab book

Learning vocabulary regularly can have a significant impact on the quality of 
your language work during the year. Sometimes it can be a good idea to set 
yourself a realistic amount of words to learn each day or put aside fifteen 
minutes per day to learn vocab. Some students even find it helpful to record 
words onto a tape and learn them by playing it back. There are a range of 
vocabulary books which you can buy, which group words in different ways 
(and which your supervisors and language teachers can advise you about.) 
However, it is often best to keep your own vocab book, in which you can 
make a note of any new words.
· Learning from mistakes

When you get written homework back from your language classes, it is very 
beneficial to make notes of your most common linguistic errors and check 
through your next piece of written work specifically looking for such mistakes 
before you hand it in. This will help you to gain an awareness of your own 
writing and to pay attention to detail. If you do this throughout the year it will 
mean that by exam time you will have “ironed out” most of your errors and 
can avoid last minute panic! 

· Use the resources available to you

Students of MML at Cambridge are lucky enough to have a wide range of 
resources available to them and it is important to use them to your advantage. 
Because the terms are quite intense it can be hard to find time to do everything 
you want to, so again, be realistic. Sometimes it can work well to get into a 
routine so that, perhaps, you can aim to spend an hour a week at the Language 
Centre watching the news in your chosen languages or in the CALL Facility 
doing a few grammar exercises. This will enable you to learn through a variety 
of media and can be a break from reading and writing! However, what is most 
important is that you find a balance and a way of organising your time that 
works for you so that you can get the most out of all aspects of university life.
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