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CLASSROOM ACTIVITY

“SECRET SNOWMAN” GIFT EXCHANGE
A few years ago, our French Club at 

East Chapel Hill High School (NC) wanted 
to do a holiday gift exchange but de-
cided to change the name from “Secret 
Santa” to “Bonhomme de Neige Secret.”  
This is a two-week activity.  Here are my 
suggestions for how to go about it (as I 
learned through trial and error):  
1. At the beginning of the fi rst or sec-

ond week of December (depending 
on whether or not you have exams 
that last week), pass around a sheet 
to all classes asking those interested 
in participating in the exchange to 
sign up.  It is important that students 
understand exactly what is expected 
of them before they sign up, so explain 
thoroughly.  You might want to have 
French Club offi cers sign the sheet 
fi rst, as no one wants to sign up for 
anything if there aren’t already some 
names on the list.  Also, have the offi -
cers explain the activity to your classes, 
pumping up how fun it will be.  (I will 
include specifi c student instructions 
later in this article.)  Be sure to make a 
photocopy of the sign-up sheet!

2. At the end of this week (Thursday/
Friday), have students draw names.  
You can cut up the copy of the sign-
up sheet into strips and put them 
into a hat for students to draw.  As 
students draw names, write down 
the name of the person each student 
draws on your master sheet.  This is 
essential for two reasons.  First of all, 
students invariably forget the name 
of the person they drew and will ask 
you (even though you told them to 
be sure to write down the person’s 
name).  Secondly, if a student says to 
you, “I haven’t received anything from 
my Secret Snowman” (which happens, 
unfortunately), you can check your list 
and tell whoever drew that person’s 
name to get on the stick.  Since I have 
had the exchange throughout all my 
classes, sometimes students have told 
me with some consternation that they 
don’t know the person whose name 
they drew.  I tell them to try to fi nd out 
something about that person, to have 
fun with it, and that they’ll meet a new 
friend.  It always seems to work out.  

3. The following week, do your gift ex-
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change.  I suggest the second week in 
December if you have exams the last 
week before Winter Break or the week 
right before Winter Break if you don’t.  
Our exchange was set up so that there 
were three gifts, two smaller and one 
bigger (nothing huge, though).  Set a 
reasonable price range and encourage 
creativity:  an original poem, a hand-
made craft, a hand-decorated card, a 
coupon for a tutoring session in the 
student’s specialty area, and home-
made goodies, for example.  Partici-
pants certainly don’t have to spend 
much to make this activity really fun.  
At the end of the week we had the 
fi nal exchange during lunch, during 
which time participants could meet 
and thank their Secret Snowmen (the 
ones they were giving to and receiving 
from).  You can make this simple and 
have students come to your classroom 
during the fi rst ten minutes of lunch 
to make the exchange, or you can do 
it big and have a full-fl edged pot-luck 
complete with Bûche de Noël and holi-
day songs.  If lunchtime is not conve-
nient, you might have a petit déjeuner 
exchange before school begins or an 
after-school party.

4. For the Monday-through-Thursday 
part of the gift exchange, I placed fi ve 
shopping bags at the front of my class-
room, each one marked with a class 
period number for my fi ve classes.  The 
“Secret Snowman” could put that day’s 
gift for a student in third period in the 
third-period shopping bag, and then 
I’d hand out the gifts (or let a student 
in the class hand them out).  Of course, 
students could deliver their gifts by 
other means.  

5. Here are the printed instructions I 
handed out to students as they drew 
names. (As mentioned previously, 
make sure they understand what is 
expected before they sign up.  These 
instructions serve as a reminder and 
are very specifi c.  I learned from experi-
ence!)

“Bonjour!  Merci beaucoup de 
votre participation au Bonhomme 
de Neige Secret cette année.  Voici 
les instructions de ce qu'il faut faire 
(en anglais, pour éviter toute pos-

sibilité de confusion).  Suivez-les 
soigneusement, s'il vous plaît!

Next week we will be having 
our Bonhomme de Neige Secret 
celebration.  During the week, you 
will be giving (and receiving) three 
gifts—two smaller and one larger.  
(You may do more than this, but DO 
NOT DO LESS!)  Put your fi rst gift in 
the designated gift bag on Monday 
or BEFORE SCHOOL Tuesday.  Your 
second gift is due Wednesday or 
BEFORE SCHOOL Thursday, and the 
fi nal gift (the larger one) will be given 
at the gift exchange at the beginning 
of lunch Friday, during which time 
you will also receive your fi nal gift 
and fi nd out who had your name!  
C'est très amusant; alors, SOURIEZ 
BEAUCOUP ET AMUSEZ-VOUS BIEN!  

The French Club Offi cers
(Mon Bonhomme de Neige Secret 
est    ____________________.
Have fun doing this!  The students 

love it and all who participate end up 
having a great time and meeting new 
people.

DECEMBER  CALENDAR
Another holiday activity the students 

seem to really enjoy is the Calendar.  I 
started doing this because I remembered 
how much I loved my advent calendars 
every year when I was a little girl.  I didn’t 
get the kind with candy or chocolate, but 
every day there was a little message and 
I always looked forward to seeing what 
that day’s message would be.  So, you can 
do the same thing with your students.  
Here is what I did.  It’s fairly simple, and it 
worked well for me.

Get a standard-sized poster board 
(22” x 28” ) in a bright, cheerful color, put 
a signifi cant number of holiday stickers 
(or whatever kind of sticker you pre-
fer—French fl ags, art stickers) on it, and 
laminate it so you can use it again.  Then 
put 3” x 3” sticky notes on it numbered 
for the dates of however long you want 
to do this.  I always went up to the 25th, 
like my advent calendars growing up.  
But you could do the whole month of 
December if you’d like or only up to the 
last day before Winter Break.  Under each 
3” x 3” sticky note, put a smaller one (the 
2” x 1.5” size works well) on which you 
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have written a little message in French 
for that day. 

Here are some ideas for messages.  
Since December 1 is AIDS Awareness Day, 
you might write under the “1,”  “Journée 
internationale du SIDA.  Soyez compatis-
sants envers tous ceux qui sont malades.”  
For December 6, you can write, “Joyeuse 
Fête de la Saint-Nicolas!  Avez-vous été 
sage cette année?”  (More on this later.)  
December 10 is Human Rights Day.  
You might say, “Journée des Droits de 
l’Homme.”  Soyez reconnaissants pour 
les droits que vous avez, et pensez à la 
justice pour tous.”  December 22 is the 
fi rst day of winter in 2012.  You might say, 
“C’est le premier jour d’hiver.  Qu’il neige!”  
This year Hanukkah begins on Decem-
ber 8.  You can say “La Fête des Lumières 
commence ce soir.  Joyeuse Hanoukka!”  
Say “Joyeux Noël” for the 25th.  

Also, check your school calendar and 
see what’s going on.  If there’s a bas-
ketball game, for example, write “Battez 
(l’autre équipe) en basket ce soir!”  If 
there’s a school concert, say “Assistez 
au concert de l’orchestre / de la chorale 
ce soir à 7h30!”  If there’s a school play, 
“Allez à la pièce de théâtre ce soir à 8 
heures.”  You might also say things like, 
“Participez au Bonhomme de Neige 
Secret.  C’est très amusant!”  or “N’oubliez 
pas d’assister à la réunion du Club de 
Français aujourd’hui.”  Use “Les vacances 
d’hiver commencent demain.  Amusez-
vous et reposez-vous!”  right before Win-
ter Break.  Say “Étudiez pour vos examens 
de fi n de semestre.  Bonne chance!” if you 
have exams in December.  

There are lots of little generic messag-
es you can use to fi ll in the other dates.  
Some possibilities include:  “Décorez 
votre maison pour la saison!”  “Faites des 
biscuits aujourd’hui.”  “Souriez!  Vous 
parlez français!”  “Faites quelque chose 
de généreux anonymement.”  “Soyez 
gentil envers quelqu’un qui semble triste 
aujourd’hui.”  “Achetez des cadeaux pour 
vos amis et vos professeurs!”  “Envoyez 
vos cartes de voeux.”  “Écrivez une lettre 
à quelqu’un avec qui vous n’avez pas 
été en contact depuis quelque temps.”  
“Aidez quelqu’un qui a besoin d’aide sans 
qu’il vous le demande.”  “Chantez ‘Petit 
Papa Noël’ avec vos amis.”  “Avez-vous 
fait vos résolutions pour la nouvelle an-
née?  Pensez-y.”  You could also use little 
French proverbs like “Petit à petit, l’oiseau 

fait son nid” or “Après la pluie, le beau 
temps.” 

I always read the message of the day 
to the students at the beginning of class.  
I read the Saturday and Sunday messag-
es on Friday.  You’ll of course be reading 
the same message several times per day, 
so keep sticking the 3” x 3” note back on 
your board until the end of the day and 
then discard.  The students really get 
into this, and will defi nitely remind you 
to read the day’s message if you forget, I 
guarantee.     

LA FÊTE DE  LA SAINT-NICOLAS
This is my favorite.  There’s so much 

you can do, but if you only do the candy-
in-the-shoe part, the students will love it.  

If you would like your students to 
learn more about Saint Nicolas and the 
legends that surround him, there is plen-
ty of material on-line.  An excellent site 

is [www.fete-enfants.com/saint-nicolas] 
where you will fi nd lots of information 
and activities and even children’s songs 
that relate to Saint Nicolas.  Check out 
“Mon Âne,” which is especially appropri-
ate if you’re studying (or reviewing) body 
parts and clothes.  Or, watch it via [www.
comptines.tv/mon_ane].   This is really 
cute!

You might want to give your students 
some background information about 
Saint Nicolas (and they also get a kick 
out of the idea of Père Fouettard) before 
December 6.  Other sites you can check 
for this purpose include [www.tomli-
too.com/saint-nicolas.php] and [www.
teteamodeler.com/culture/fetes/saint-
nicolas.asp].  Then, on December 6 (on 
Thursday this year), have them follow 
you out into the hall, maybe after you’ve 
read the daily message from the Advent 
Calendar reminding them it’s Saint Nico-
las Day.  Of course, you have already laid 
the groundwork for the “surprise” activity.  
Here’s what you have done:
1. Color or paint a fi re on white poster 

board.  It doesn’t have to be a work of 
art.  Just use red, orange, and yellow, 
and draw some fl ames.  (If you’re feel-
ing ambitious, you can draw a brick 
fi replace with the fi re burning inside.)  
Tape or prop this up in the hallway 
outside your classroom.   It’s fun if you 
can bring in some real logs to set up in 
front of the fi re poster so it looks like 
a hearth.  Or you can draw the logs if 

real ones are not readily available.  
2. Buy enough candy to put in all your 

students’ shoes.
3. Arrange with a colleague who is free 

that period to come and distribute the 
candy in the shoes left in front of the 
fi replace about 20 minutes into the 
class.
So, the students come into the hall, 

and you tell them to put one shoe in 
front of the fi replace.  Some may not 
seem too excited about doing this, but 
hopefully they’ll all come around when 
they see you and some of their class-
mates removing shoes and placing them 
by the fi replace.  (If they don’t, they’ll 
regret it later.)  Then have everyone go 
back into the classroom with one shoe 
on, close the door, and proceed as usual.  
You might do some Saint Nicolas activi-
ties at this time, but you might just go 

ahead with normal classroom activities.
With ten or fi fteen minutes to go 

in the class, say something like, “Je me 
demande si Saint Nicolas est venu.  Al-
lons voir!”  Have them follow you back 
out into the hall, and, surprise, they will 
all fi nd candy in their shoes and be very 
happy and maybe even wonder how 
you pulled this off since you were in the 
classroom the whole time.

FINALEMENT, N’OUBLIEZ PAS DE 
CHANTER DE TEMPS EN TEMPS!

I think singing really enhances fun in 
the classroom and is also closely related 
to culture, so I do like to sing some 
holiday songs during this season.  One 
of my favorites is “Petit Papa Noël.”  You 
might take a look at the versions you can 
fi nd on YouTube.  I especially like the Josh 
Groban version with winter scenes.  (This 
song is also good to reinforce grammar if 
you’re studying the future.)

As you know, the best promoters of 
your program are your own students.  
The more things you do in class and 
French Club that are fun, engaging, 
worthwhile, and memorable, the more 
your students will talk to others about 
how cool French is, and the more other 
students will want to be a part of it.  
Please let me know if you have questions 
about any of these activities, and if you 
try any of them, I’d love to know how it 
went, and if you have suggestions for 
improvement.  Joyeuses fêtes à tous!  

Kathleen Rhodes
[kwhitham1127@yahoo.com]            

As you know, the best promoters of your program are your own students.  
The more things you do in class and French Club that are fun, engaging, worthwhile, 
and memorable, the more your students will talk to others about how cool French is, 

and the more other students will want to be a part of it.  


