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CLASSROOM ACTIVITY

Mardi Gras is a perfect time to show-
case your French program and help 
spread the word about how exciting and 
rewarding studying French is.  It is also 
an excellent occasion to make cultural, 
linguistic, and historic comparisons of 
the holiday in various Francophone 
communities.  This year Mardi Gras takes 
place on February 12.  There are so many 
things you can do to make this a cultur-
ally relevant as well as a fun-fi lled and 
memorable day.  I will dedicate this ar-
ticle to suggesting a few ideas you might 
consider, including some games, hands-
on activities, songs, eating opportunities, 
and a dance you can teach your students! 

First of all, students love to eat.  I have 
found that the two things my former 
students seem to remember most about 
French class are eating and singing (not 
the subjunctive or relative pronouns, 
would you believe?).  Therefore, I have 
concluded that doing a fair amount of 
both of these is a good thing.  There are 
many recipes for king’s cake on line, and 
you can always get student volunteers to 

bake one for each of your classes.  Have 
your cake-bakers hide a little trinket in 
the cake, and whichever student gets the 
piece with the trinket is king or queen 
of the class for the day.  (You can have 
another student volunteer to make a 
crown for the king or queen to wear.)  If 
you are feeling ambitious, you can have a 
crêpe- or beignet-making day.  If you have 
a foods class at your school, you may 
be able to use their kitchen and equip-
ment to make the crêpes.  Have students 
sign up to bring such items as whipped 
cream, powered sugar, sliced strawber-
ries, Nutella, chocolate sauce, bananas, 
etc., to pile on the crêpes.  Personally, I’m 
a fan of sugar only, but I’ve noticed that 
most students seem to think in terms of 
“the more the better” when it comes to 
crêpe-fi lling.  Or, again, if you’re feeling 
brave, bring in the deep fryer, powered 
sugar, and lots of paper towels, and 
make beignets in class.  There are plenty 
of recipes for both crêpes and beignets 
on line if you don’t happen to have your 
own.  Another eating possibility is to 
have a French Club lunchtime potluck.  
Make sure there’s a king’s cake available 
(unless you’ve been eating them all day 

in your classes), as well as a variety of 
other dishes.  It’s always a good idea to 
pass around a sign-up sheet beforehand 
and to suggest categories such as main 
dish, side dish, dessert, salad, bread, and 
cheese, etc.  I always had the French 
Club offi cers bring the drinks as well 
as another dish.  In the case of a pot-
luck, “the more the better” is defi nitely 
true.  Put on the Cajun music and have 
a foot-stomping good time.  Note:  I’ve 
made jambalaya for this before, and 
that’s always a big hit.  You can check for 
recipes on line, or, if you’d like, contact me 
and I’ll give you my recipe, which is not 
that complicated.  One more eating pos-
sibility is to have an evening Mardi Gras 
potluck dinner in the school cafeteria.  
Have students sign up to bring food, 
and tell them to wear their beads, Mardi 
Gras colors (green, purple, yellow/gold), 
masks, costumes, or anything festive.  You 
may want to invite other members of the 
school community to join you, including 
parents, teachers, and school administra-
tors.  Play festive music, and have a great 

time!  The students may want to form a 
big line and weave around the cafeteria 
doing the “Mardi Gras Dance,” which I will 
talk about later. 

Another fun class activity is mask-
making.  You can go on line (I know I 
sound like a broken record, but Google is 
one of my best teaching colleagues), and 
check out “Mardi Gras masks.”  There are 
lots to choose from, ranging from quite 
simple to complicated.  Your students 
can color the masks, or, if you have some 
money in your budget, you could buy 
sequins, glitter, maybe feathers and pipe 
cleaners, and construction paper.  Find a 
template and cut that out of cardboard 
for the students to draw around for their 
masks.  Have scissors and glue available, 
and prepare for a mess, but the students 
love doing this!  (Be sure to allow for 
clean-up time at the end of class!)  

As I mentioned above, students love 
music.  Have the Cajun music going as 
the students come into class that day, 
and play it during activities such as eat-
ing and mask-making.  There are also 
some Mardi Gras songs you can sing or 
listen to with your students.  If you go to 
YouTube and type in “La Danse de Mardi 

Gras” or “La Chanson de Mardi Gras,” 
you’ll fi nd plenty of material.  There are 
many Cajun singing groups and artists 
that are such fun to listen to.  For start-
ers, you might look for the Balfa Brothers, 
the Savoy Family Band, and Beau Soleil 
with Michael Doucet, but there are many 
more.  I love the version of “Jolie Blonde,” 
which some consider to be the Cajun 
national anthem,by Michael Doucet, Aly 
Bain, and Ricky Skaggs.  Another site you 
can try, and certainly one of my favorites, 
is Mama Lisa’s World [www.mamalisa.
com].  Go to France on the site, and you’ll 
fi nd a Mardi Gras song, “Mardi Gras, t’en 
va pas.”  You can listen to it and sing 
along.  (You’ll fi nd it’s the same tune as 
“Sur le pont d’Avignon.”)  If you go to 
America and click on Cajun culture, you 
can listen to (and watch) “Les maring-
ouins ont tout mangé, ma belle.”  Marin-
gouins are mosquitoes, in case you didn’t 
know.  (I didn’t.)  The song is a bit absurd 
and quite amusing.  One additional thing 
you might try (a tradition in my classes) 
is to do a “danse de Mardi Gras” in class.  

What I taught the students was actually 
something I learned in a line-dance class, 
but it worked perfectly with my students, 
some of whom were quite adept at danc-
ing and some of whom seemed to have 
two left feet.  They could all do it though, 
and really enjoyed it.  At the end of this 
article, I’ve added written instructions for 
the dance, and I have also posted a video 
of myself doing it on YouTube!  (This is a 
BIG stretch for me, but I think you have 
to see it to be able to do it effectively.  
The link is at the end of the article.)  The 
song we have danced to in class (“Où 
ce que t’es parti”) is from the Waylon 
Thibodeaux album called Best of Cajun.  If 
you’re interested, it is available on Ama-
zon.  (There are a number of good songs 
on this album, including “Jolie Blonde.”)

Obviously, eating, mask-making, and 
singing are not the only activities you 
can do for Mardi Gras.  If you have a party 
store nearby and a few extra funds avail-
able, you can pick up inexpensive Mardi 
Gras beads and distribute those at the 
beginning of class to anyone who isn’t 
already wearing them.  You might have 
your students dress in Mardi Gras colors 
that day and give an extra credit point or 
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two to anyone you feel has made an ef-
fort to do so (and maybe more to anyone 
who has gone to maximum effort). 

You can have students do a cross-
word puzzle or word search.  I recom-
mend “The Armored Penguin”  [www.
armoredpenguin.com] for making both a 
crossword puzzle and a word search.  You 
can also play “Mardi Gras Bingo” using ap-
propriate vocabulary words.  Photocopy 
a blank bingo card (fi nd one on “Google 
images”) and distribute it to students.  
Provide a list of Mardi Gras vocabulary 
words, and have them create their own 
card by writing the words of their choice 
in the squares.  Then read off words until 
someone wins.  To avoid messy little 
scraps of paper all over the fl oor, they can 
just make a mark (like an X) in the square 
of the word you have read until they get 
fi ve in a row.  For the next game, they can 
make a different mark (a star or whatev-
er) so they can keep the games straight.  
Have little prizes on hand.  They’ll want to 
play again and again, and you can always 
end with “black-out.”  I’ll provide a list of 
possible words at the end of the article.

This might be a good time to do a unit 
on Cajun culture in your classes, culmi-
nating on Mardi Gras day.  You can study 
music, song lyrics, food (always popular), 
language (see “Dictionnaire acadien & 
cadien, or cajun” at [www.lexilogos.com/
acadien.htm]), and short stories.  You can 
fi nd excerpts from Contes cajuns et créoles 
by Barry Jean Ancelet at [www.ieff.org/
nwcontescajuns.htm].  One of these is 
just like “La Cigale et la Fourmi.” 

In mid-October at the Foreign 
Language Association of North Caro-
lina (FLANC) conference, I attended an 
excellent session given by Jeff Pageau 
entitled “Je suis Cadien.”  Jeff shared with 
us a wonderful unit on Francophone 
Louisiana that he had created for his 
French 4 students, many parts of which 
can certainly be adapted to other levels.  
After the session, I told Jeff that I was 
writing an article for the National Bulletin 
on Mardi Gras activities and asked his 
permission to include his e-mail and URL 
in my article.  He said, “Bien sûr!”  Here 
they are:  e-mail: [pageauj.rrhs@rrgsd.
org]; Web:  [http://tinyurl.com/9qm35qq].  
Check out the unit, and feel free to con-
tact Jeff if you have questions.

Another game you can play is “Mardi 
Gras Trivia.”  Divide students into teams 
of two, three, or four, whatever works best 
for the size of your class.  Pass out the 
multiple choice trivia quiz (see the end 
of the article for one I have done), and 
have team members work together to 
answer the questions.  Students can use 
dictionaries (if you allow them to), but 

no other type of resource.  If they don’t 
know an answer, they just guess, but the 
group must decide as a team what the 
guess will be.  After the time you have 
allotted for this activity is over, give out 
the answers, and determine which team 
has answered the most questions cor-
rectly.  The winners receive a small prize 
and bragging rights.  Be sure to tell your 
students not to share any answers with 
their friends in a later class.

Happy Mardi Gras!  I hope you have a 
great time with your students that day.  
If you try any of these activities, please 
let me know how it goes.  Also, I’d love to 
hear about other good Mardi Gras activi-
ties you have tried.  There are so many 
things you can do!  Enjoy your second 
semester.  Spring will be here before you 
know it.

Kathleen Rhodes   
East Chapel Hill High School (retired)
Chapel Hill, NC
[kwhitham1127@yahoo.com]

Mardi Gras masks

There are lots of masks on line.  Just 
type “Mardi Gras mask template” into 
Google images, and they’ll appear. 
[https://encrypted-tbn1.gstatic.com/
images?q=tbn:ANd9GcRAhE2uqfoiaVU
uUSerBrBLtH5VOLIzsDDrcSFjSetcuuJR5
aPRDg].

BINGO

There are also plenty of blank bingo 
cards on Google images, such as this 
one:  [www.getworksheets.com/samples/
worksheets/themes/bingo.gif ].

Words you might suggest students 
use include:  le roi, la reine, la couronne, 
le jaune, la puissance, le violet, la justice, le 
vert, la foi, le 12 février, la crêpe, le beignet, 
la Nouvelle Orléans, le gâteau du roi, la 
babiole, le doublon, la paillette, le bijou, 
la perle, la plume, le masque, le costume, 
le déguisement, le collier, le bal masqué, 
Mardi Gras, le Carême, enlever la viande, la 
promenade du boeuf gras, le 6 janvier, Bon-
homme Carnaval, Nice, Binche, Québec, le 
défi lé, le char, laissez les bons temps rouler, 
la foule, Rex, le feu de joie, le fl ambeau, Jolie 
Blonde, etc.

Trivia game

Le “Trivia” du Mardi Gras

1.  Un défi lé contient beaucoup de_____.                                                                                                                  
a.  chars      b.  chandelles     
c. chameaux    d. charbon

2.  Quelle couleur symbolise la justice?                                                                                                                       
a. le jaune       b. le vert     
c. le violet       d. le rouge

3. Quelle couleur symbolise la foi?                 
a. le jaune       b. le vert       

c. le violet       d. le rouge

4. Quelle couleur symbolise la puis-
sance?
a. le jaune      b. le vert     
c. le violet      d. le rouge

5.    Un endroit bien connu qui se trouve à 
la Nouvelle Orléans est la Rue _____.
a.  Paillette       b. Carême      
c. Flambeau    d. Bourbon

6.   Laissez les bons temps _____.                                  
a. marcher       b. s’amuser      
c. rouler      d. passer

7. Le gâteau _____ contient un pe-
tit bébé en plastique ou une fêve.                                                           
a.  de la reine   b. d’Épiphanie      
c.  du roi         d. de joie    

8. Bonhomme Carnaval est le roi de la 
Fête à _____.     
a. la Nouvelle Orléans  b. Québec        
c. la Martinique         d. Paris

9. Le jour après Mardi Gras (dans la re-
ligion chrétienne) s’appelle Mercredi 
des _____.                    

 a.  Cendres       b. Pâques        
c.  Colliers        d. Sacrifi ces

10. Combien de gâteaux sont vendus 
chaque année à la Nouvelle Orléans?    

 a. 250.000      b. 500.000     
c. 750.000        d. plus d’un million

11. L’Épiphanie (la Fête des Rois), ou le 
premier jour du Carnaval, a lieu le 
_____. 

 a. 10 février    b. 6 janvier     
c. 28 janvier    d. premier février

12. Carnaval signifi ait ______ originale-
ment.     
a.  enlever la viande   
b.  vallée des canards
c.   grand carnage     
d.   vieux carrefour

13. Ce n’est pas une activité du Carnaval 
à Québec:       
a.  les sculptures de glace     
b.  la glissade    
c.  le traîneau à chiens      
d. la planche à voile   

14. Une chose traditionnelle qu’on 
mange pour Mardi Gras est des _____.
a. choux à la crème       b. crêpes        
c. pommes de terre frites      
d. amandes au chocolat      

15.  Une ville en France où la fête du 
Mardi Gras est très importante est 
_____.
a.  Strasbourg b. Toulouse       
c. Nice          d. Orléans

16. Les ____ sont faits de la pâte frite à 
l’huile.      
a. galettes aux pommes        
b. croquet-monsieur        
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 c. petits fours       d. beignets

17.   Mardi Gras est venu aux États-Unis à 
la fi n du _____ siècle.   
a. 16e     b. 17e      c. 18e      d. 19e

18. Le Soir du Mardi Gras, beaucoup de 
personnes vont au bal _____.
a. emplumé   b. masqué      
c. persillé       d. royal

19.  À Paris une ancienne coûtume des 
bouchers était de promener un ____ 
gras décoré avec des fl eurs en ville au 
son de la musique.    
a. mouton      b. cochon      
c. boeuf      d. âne

20.  À Binche en Belgique, il y a des 
hommes qui se déguisent en “gilles” 
(comme des clowns) et ils lancent des 
____ à la foule.       
a. oranges      b. faux bijoux      
c. pierres      d. doublons

21. Voici un petit dicton:   “Mardi gras 
sous la pluie, _____ s’enfuit.”         
a. le soleil      b. la pleine lune     
c. le nuage      d. l’hiver

22. Quelle était la première ville aux 
États-Unis où Mardi Gras a été fêté?                  
a. la Nouvelle Orléans     
b. Saint Augustine, FL    
c. Bâton Rouge, LA     
d. Mobile, AL

23.  Quelle chanson est connue comme 
l’hymne national (non-offi ciel) cajun?
a. “Travailler c’est trop dur”       
b. “Grand Mamou”       
c. “Valse criminelle”  
d. “Jolie blonde”

24. Le nom de ce plat cajun signifi e 
“asphixié, incapable de respirer.”    
a.  étouffée     b. muffeletta       
c. gumbo         d. jambalaya

25. Ici la fête dure quatre jours:  dimanche 
gras, lundi gras, mardi gras, et “mer-
credi des cendres,” quand le Roi du 
Carnaval Vaval (en papier mâché) est 
brûlé pour marquer la fi n de la fête.
a.  Haïti                        b. le Sénégal                      
c. la Martinique    d. Monaco

Answers:  1, a.  2, c.  3, b.  4, a.  5, d.  6, c.  7, 
c.  8, b.  9, a.  10, c.  11, b.  12, a.  13, d.  14, b.  
15, c.  16, d.  17, b.  18, b.  19, c.  20, a.  21, d.  
22, d.  23, d.  24, a.  25, c.

Mardi Gras Dance

This dance is done in a big clockwise 
circle, each person following the one in 
front of him/her.  There are 24 counts and 
it’s in 4-4 time.  Just fi nd some good Ca-
jun music in 4-4 time that’s not too fast.

1-4:  Right foot forward, cross over left 
foot, forward again, back to its original 
position.

5-8:  Left foot forward, cross over right 
foot, forward again, back to its original 
position.

9-12:  Step forward on right foot, rock 
back on left, step back on right foot, rock 
forward again on left.

13-16:  Same thing only you’re turn-
ing.  Step forward on right, back on left 
making a half turn, step on right, making 
another half turn, back to original posi-
tion on left, facing forward again.

17-20:  Forward on right foot making 
three quick steps (right, left, right), then 
forward on left foot making three quick 
steps (left, right, left).

21-24:  Forward again on right foot 
making three quick steps (right, left, 
right), then two stomps with left foot 
(beside right foot) while clapping.

Start again, and keep going until the 
music stops!

As I mentioned earlier, I have up-
loaded onto YouTube a video of myself 
and two of my sons demonstrating this 
dance.  The quality is not amazing, and 
I’m defi nitely not expecting it to go 
viral anytime soon, but hopefully you’ll 
get the idea so you can teach it to your 
students, and you’ll probably get a good 
laugh as an added bonus.  We are danc-
ing to the music of Waylon Thibodeaux 
from the album Best of Cajun.  Here’s the 
link:  [www.youtube.com/watch?v=uOm
xN8iO21s&feature=youtube_gdata_play-
er].  (If you have trouble getting the link 
to work, type “Mardi Gras Dance Madame 
Rhodes” into YouTube browse and it 
should come up.)

Bonne chance, et amusez-vous bien!


