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After a trip to Paris in November, I 
experienced a personal turning point.  
Visiting Paris in the middle of  the 
school year was a different experience, 
as I was mentally closer to the class-
room/curriculum than I am during 
the summer. I knew that Google had 
a feature where one could walk down 
the street, and I had wanted to do 
something with that for some time.  I 
was also somewhat unsatisfi ed with the 
level of  big C culture that our cur-
riculum offered the students and felt 
that doing a little every day would be a 
good thing. All of  this together pushed 
me in this direction, and, one day, I 
decided to do it—to take my students 
on a virtual tour—and we’ve done it 
almost every day since.
My original objective with the virtual 
tours was simply to share a steady 
stream of  some culture with the stu-
dents.  As it turns out, “some” is an 

understatement, and they really enjoy 
it.  Is it because they just get to sit and 
listen or because they don’t have to 
do work?  Or is it that they them are 
learning something interesting, if  not 
useful.
To set up our virtual tour, I open a 
different browser window (separate 
set of  tabs) for the day with the links 
that I want in the order in which I wish 
to present.  This keeps me organized 
and effi cient—I don’t want to waste 
a moment looking for something.  In 
addition, I have a Word document that 
I use (sample available on the AATF 
wiki). I gather the information about 
several places at once, so they are ready 
to go when I’m ready to present. I 
try to fi nd the following information 
about each place:
• History.   My search term is 

“monument/city history,” and I 
generally take the fi rst non-Wikipe-
dia source.

• Vocabulary.  I didn’t do this when 
I fi rst started, but I realized that, 
to share in French, my lower levels 

need some supporting vocabulary.  
I make a list of  approximately fi ve 
words that will help them while I 
talk in French.  The list of  vocabu-
lary is written on a small dry-erase 
board and propped up on the 
ledge of  my small white board.  I 
refer to these words as I intro-
duce and give background/history 
of  the place.  I point to them if  
needed.  This enables me to talk 
about “tapisserie” or larger num-
bers in French.  It simultaneously 
gives the kids more vocabulary and 
some listening practice.  

• Map.  I use Google maps for this.  
To save time, I set the map up how 
I want it (location marked, zoom-
out the way I want to start, etc.), 
and I copy and paste the URL.  
This way, when I’m setting up 
my browser tabs, I don’t have to 
search for anything. (On occasion, 

the link doesn’t work and I must 
re-set it, but that’s rare.)

• Walk down the street.  There are 
a couple of  ways to make kids 
feel like they are actually there.  
(1) In Google maps, look at the 
toolbar on the side and click on 
a picture with a little circle in the 
bottom corner.  This is a 360-de-
gree photo.  I click it, and the map 
spirals down into the plaza in front 
of  Notre Dame, or suddenly we 
are standing in front of  the Stade 
de France.  The students love it.  
There are also pictures available, 
but I prefer the 360-degree photo. 
This is great, but we can’t move a 
whole lot when we are in it, SO I 
have been using [instantstreetview.
com] to “take a walk down the 
street.”  Like the map, I set it up 
where I want to start, then I copy 
and paste the URL.  Usually, we 
start down the street.  For Notre 
Dame Cathedral, we started on the 
north side of  the cathedral, then 
walked around it.  For the Stade 
de France, we started at the SNCF 

station nearby, then moved ahead 
to walk near the highway before 
arriving at the stadium.  For the 
Sainte-Chapelle, we started in front 
of  the Conciergerie (which we had 
visited the day before) and then 
turned the corner and walked to 
it.  I wanted the students to see 
how close they were to each other.   
Sometimes [www.instantstreetview.
com] doesn’t do exactly what I 
want, so I need to type in the mon-
ument’s actual address.  

 Taking a walk down the street has 
several benefi ts.  One day, I asked the 
students to compare and contrast the 
sights with those here in Frisco, TX.  
Another day, in a more commercial 
district, I asked them about brands 
that they saw and recognized.  On our 
walk to the Centre Pompidou, we saw a 
Subway restaurant, so we stopped and 
looked at the signs.  I love that the 

students are not only getting to see the 
monuments themselves, but they are 
also getting a better feel for how to get 
there and what the rest of  Paris looks 
like—in between the famous places.  
(And we aren’t just doing Paris—I’ve 
got plans for other French towns, 
Canada, and Louisiana).
• - 360-degree tour—Let’s go inside!  

Ideally, this is an actual tour that 
we can “walk” through, but the 
availability depends on the monu-
ment.  For example, the Tour Eiffel 
has a phenomenal program (cre-
ated by Google street view) that 
lets you “walk” around the upper 
levels of  the Eiffel Tour.  The 
Cathédrale Sainte-Cécile in Albi has 
an extensive website that includes 
360 views of  different parts of  
the cathedral.  In contrast, since I 
could fi nd nothing of  the sort for 
the Conciergerie or the Centre Pom-
pidou, what did we do?  I showed 
360-degree photos of  the inside, 
sometimes several that I had found 
on various sites.  Or sometimes, 
like the Centre Pompidou, I resort to 
photos from various websites (or 
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my own photos).  Using the search 
terms are “monument 360,” “mon-
ument virtual reality,” “monument 
virtual tour,” or “monument 360 
tour” give the best results.  Flat 
photos are not as fun as 360-de-
gree photos or “walking” inside, 
but they still offer the opportunity 
to learn some culture.

• Live cam.  Most monuments don’t 
have these, but if  there is one, I 
keep the link.

• - video.  On occasion, there is a 
video that I want to show.  My Tour 
Eiffel fi le has two videos: one has a 
lot of  stats and answers questions 
that the students would have, like 
“How tall is it?” and “Is it paint-
ed?”  The other one is in French 
and showed how Google made its 
street view program of  the Tour 
Eiffel.  Even though it is entirely 
in French, I showed it to all levels 
(I-IV) because even if  they don’t 
understand the language, there 
were still some great visuals that 
everyone could understand.

All classes go on the same “fi eld trip.” 
For AP students, I give the entire 
presentation in French, of  course, 
and ask that they make comments/
ask questions in French, also.  (They 
are still learning French, so occasion-
ally we look up more useful words 
together.)  For the French I students, I 
tend to give the introduction in French 
with the vocabulary support, then do 
most the rest of  it in English (but I 
also use French if  I know that they will 
understand).  For Level II and III, it’s 
a mixture of  both languages.  The goal 
is primarily cultural, with the aim for 
90% in the target language.
The students are slowly contributing 
places that they want to visit, adding 
their choices to the list at the front 
of  the room. We started with Notre 
Dame Cathedral in Paris because it’s 
iconic, I know it well, and it was easy 
to fi nd things about it.  I chose the fi rst 
few destinations, then asked the stu-
dents where they wanted to go.  Now 
it’s a mixture of  their and my choices. 
Before Christmas, we visited the Eiffel 
Tower.  It’s perhaps Paris’ most well-
known monument and the students 
asked for it. Shortly after Christmas, we 

visited the Musée Carnavalet. My French 
I students had done a quick research 
project, and several said they wanted to 
visit it, so we did—especially interest-
ing considering the real one is closed 
until 2019. I’ve had French III and IV 
students ask to visit the Conservatoire de 
Paris, Sciences Po, châteaux of  the Loire 
Valley, and Mont St. Michel. 
Not every student likes every place 
that we visit.  At the end of  each fi eld 
trip, I ask them if  this is a place that 
they would want to visit “on their next 
trip to Paris.”  Most say yes, but some 
say no.  The rate of  interest in the 
Centre Pompidou was quite low. I was 
disappointed (because I’m a big fan of  
modern art), but I was glad that they 
now knew enough about it that they 
felt that they could form an opinion.  
After we visited the Catacombes, a few 
students said they wouldn’t visit due 
to claustrophobia.  I would prefer that 
they know that before they attempted 
to visit the real thing.  Overall, I think 
it serves a good purpose, even when 
the students don’t like where we go 
and, I think even if  they wouldn’t visit 
in real life, there is still a level of  ap-
preciation for our virtual visit and what 
they have learned.
My students do not have a task except 
to enjoy the experience.  Giving them 
an assignment means that my presen-
tation would need to be more regi-
mented. It would need to be more or 
a lesson, and I fi nd that virtual fi eld 
trips, like real fi eld trips, have a lot of  
anticipated moments but also MANY 
unanticipated teachable moments, and 
I want to be able to explore those to 
the fullest.  If  someone wanted the 
students to do an activity related to the 
virtual fi eld trip, she or he could create 
a graphic organizer where students 
had to keep track of  each place visited 
and a quick summary.  Additionally, 
these could be turned in to webquests.  
However, it would take far longer to 
complete, and we wouldn’t get to do 
them that often, therefore we wouldn’t 
visit as many places in a year. Also, 
there is real value in visiting with a 
knowledgeable guide (in this case, 
me).  If  I had sent them to the top of  
the Eiffel Tower by themselves, they 
would have just walked around.   Since 
we went together, I could point out La 

Défense, Sacré-Coeur, the Seine, the Tour 
Montparnasse, etc.  They had a better 
chance of  knowing what they were 
seeing. Since we “go” as a group, all 
the students have a chance to con-
tribute aloud, and we can learn from 
each other.  It’s really a great learning 
experience.
My classes have visited the following 
places in/near Paris: Notre Dame Ca-
thedral, la Conciergerie, la Sainte-Chappelle, 
les Catacombes, la Tour Eiffel, le Stade de 
France, les Galeries Lafayette (Christmas 
windows right before the holiday), le 
Musée Carnavalet, le Louvre, and le Musée 
de Cluny.  Included in our visits, yet 
unanticipated, have been talks about 
medieval warfare, preserving and re-
storing tapestries, the Edict of  Nantes, 
the bouquinistes, Marie Antoinette’s 
execution, quarries, modern art, and 
Matisse and Picasso.  Not only are the 
students experiencing new places, but 
are forging connections.
In our upcoming “fi eld trips” we 
branch out of  Paris to spend a couple 
of  days in Albi—the fi rst to see the 
town, and to talk a little about Henri 
de Toulouse-Lautrec (he was born 
there and his museum is there); the 
second to visit Sainte Cécile Cathé-
dral and learn about the Albigensian 
Crusade and the Cathars.  After that, 
we’ll spend some time in Canada, and 
Louisiana for Mardi Gras.
Some may say that all I’m doing is 
history, but there’s more to it.  I don’t 
think that people have changed that 
much over time, so we can compare 
what happened then to what’s happen-
ing now, and we can compare cultures, 
a higher-level skill, (“Does this look 
like traffi c you would see in Frisco?” 
“There aren’t any big trucks!”) and 
places (“How do these streets compare 
to our streets here in Frisco?”).
Virtual reality (VR) is starting to go 
mainstream, even one of  the textbook 
publishers includes a VR program, but 
for people without that or schools that 
don’t have that technology, this is a 
good option.
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