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Not all students of French at my univer-
sity like to go to the language laboratory,
even when attendance is required.  For
those students who do not choose to work
with the CDs and computer programs that
are provided in our multi-media center, I
have introduced the alternative of “culture
lab credit.”  The purpose of this option is to
put foreign language learn-
ing in its cultural context and
to help students appreciate
the contribution made to the
world by the French-speak-
ing community.

To earn culture lab credit
in a given semester, students
must engage in five major
activities outside of class, con-
necting French to their inter-
ests, hobbies, or other classes.
The limit of possible activities
is their imagination, al-
though I do have them run
their ideas by me for ap-
proval before they commit
time and effort to them.
Watching movies

A popular activity is to
watch a movie—either an American movie
set in France or another French-speaking
region or a French movie with subtitles—
and to write (in English) a report.  The re-
port includes a synopsis of the film, cultural
differences the students noted, and any
French vocabulary they picked out.  After
watching Le Divorce, for example, students
typically comment on the limits placed on
women during divorce proceedings in
France or the many ways French women
wear scarves.  When reflected upon,
Ratatouille reveals the status of haute cui-
sine in France and the kind of competition
it engenders among chefs and restaurants.
I suspect they remember these cultural dif-
ferences more vividly when they discover
them through watching a movie than when
I tell them in one of my “cultural asides” in
a grammar class.

At the end of the report, students indi-
cate whether they think their classmates
would enjoy viewing the movie.  In this way,
they use their critical thinking skills to evalu-
ate the film’s appeal.  I also use this evalu-
ation to judge movies I have not seen, some
of which contain gratuitous violence or nu-
dity.  Not all students would appreciate
Inglourious Basterds, for instance.  However,
the film reinforced to two of my students
the way different cultures count with their
fingers, which I had demonstrated in the first
week of the introductory class.

At the beginning of the semester very
few students can name a French actor or
actress or a French movie director.1 Yet,

many of them have seen The Da Vinci Code,
Casino Royale, and A Good Year without
learning the names of any French actresses;
and many have seen and love The Fifth
Element  without realizing that it is directed
by Luc Besson.  After a few students discuss
with their classmates the movies they have
viewed, a few more students can at least

name Audrey Tau-
tou, Eva Green, or
Marion Cotillard.
Preparing food

Some students
choose to prepare
food that they share
with classmates.
They must bring the
necessary utensils
and copies of the
recipe for each
member of the class.
Students have
made crêpes, ma-
deleines, crème
brûlée, chocolate
mousse, clafoutis,
quiche, French on-
ion soup with a ba-

guette, and even aïoli.  I need not tell you
that this aspect of French classes makes
them very popular, although not all the
cooks are equally talented!
Performing French music

Occasionally, a student performs a piece
of French music on guitar, flute, or cello, for
instance, sings a French song, or recites a
French poem from memory.  Two years in
a row, music students performed a whole
concert of French music with their instruc-
tors during National French Week.
Reviewing French music

From time to time students review
popular music sung in French.  In their re-
port they describe the music, critique it, and
note any words they recognize from the
lyrics.  In the case of the music reviews, I
learn from them.  Students have introduced
me to Alizée, Karl Zéro, Manu Chao, Emily
Loizeau, and more.  This semester I was sur-
prised to discover that Tony Parker, the
French basketball player who is the point
guard for the San Antonio Spurs, also raps.
YouTube plays Parker’s video from his Bal-
ance-toi album.
Doing research into sport and
French-speaking athletes

More frequently, students do research on
the Internet about French athletes such as
Tony Parker or Joachim Noah, who plays
for the Chicago Bulls, or sports in France,
particularly tennis, soccer, or the Tour de
France. This semester a student introduced
me and his classmates to Georges “Rush”

CULTURE-LAB CREDIT: AN ALTERNATIVE TO LANGUAGE LAB CREDIT
St-Pierre, a French Canadian mixed mar-
tial artist.  Because I often learn from the
students, I do not have to feign interest in
their reports, which I discuss very briefly with
the entire class the day they are turned in.
When they share their interests with me, the
rapport between student and teacher is
enhanced, and the learning environment is
improved.
Connecting to other classes

In terms of connecting French to their
other classes, psychology majors find plenty
of French and Francophone psychologists
on whom to report: Jean Piaget and Alfred
Binet, to name just two.  History majors,
music majors, and art majors have a
plethora of illustrious names to research.
This semester a fashion merchandising ma-
jor who was researching Coco Chanel was
excited to learn that the movie starring
Audrey Tautou as Coco is just out.  Because
students can follow their own interests and
forge their own connections, the research
and reporting are very meaningful to them.
Students have been heard to spontaneously
declare, “Culture lab credit is fun!”
Making posters

Students have the option of making a
poster.  “French is everywhere,” which is a
collage of wrappers and instructions that a
student found in French, graced the notice
board outside my classroom last semester.
“Le français dans le monde,” a collage of
pictures and items that represent several
French-speaking countries, replaced it this
semester.  When there was a concert of
music composed by Chopin, one student set
up her poster of the life of Chopin on an
easel outside the concert hall, while another
student set up her poster of the life of
Moliere outside the theater when the
drama students performed Tartuffe.  The
posters have the added benefit of attract-
ing the attention of passers by, whether they
be potential future students, colleagues
from other departments, or visitors to the
campus.  The publicity it brings to the
French program is most welcome.
Attending events on and off campus

Most years I bring a performer to cam-
pus, and students can earn culture lab credit
by attending a show.  In this case, they do
not have to write a report, just sign in.
Thanks to this process, I can usually guar-
antee good attendance for performers such
as Christine Albert (the Austin, Texas-based
musician who sings in French) and Tim
Mooney (who performs monologues from
selected Moliere plays).  During National
French Week last year, a French viola
player who lives in Austin, Texas performed
classical music to a comfortably full audi-
torium on a Sunday afternoon.


