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ADVOCACY DEPOT

If language is the voice of human soci-
ety, history is its connecting tissue, bridging
who we were to what we might be. It is then
our witness, our tutor, our pride, perhaps
even our doom.  Into a prehistory of many
Native American nations was poured the ex-
ploration, the hope, the colonization, the
competition, and warfare of a few of power-
ful European countries, each quite different
in establishing its presence.  For example,
New France was always sparsely populated
and territorially vast, compared to the demo-
graphically dense English colonies crowd-
ing the Eastern seaboard. We are now, ac-
cording to 2000 census figures, a country
with at least 13 million citizens of French
descent, about two and a half million more
of French-Canadian descent, nearly 350,000
of Belgian descent, 137,000 of Swiss de-
scent, over 1.6 million citizens speaking
French at home and nearly a half a million
speaking French Creole. Add to that nearly
90,000 French expatriates and other French-
speaking visitors. History tells the story of
how it came to be this way.

One of America’s most important interior
connections to the Francophone world is
through those of its residents who claim heri-
tage from populations of geographic areas
in the French-speaking world (French Métis,
French Huguenots, Creoles, exiled
Acadians, descendants of French explorers,
the coureurs-des-bois, French Canadian fac-
tory workers in New England, French Catho-
lic farming communities in the Midwest, etc.),
and through the powerful role of French
speakers in the development of this coun-
try.   Since this historical linguistic focus is
not a common feature in public education, I
have collected about 125 links pertaining to
those aspects on a national or regional level:
Franco-American Cultural and Historical
Facts [www.utm.edu/departments/french/
francoamerican.html]. For state level as-
pects, consult the AATF’s state advocacy
pages linked to: Ideas for French Language
and Culture Advocacy in the U.S.
[www.utm.edu/staff/globeg/advofr.shtml] and
the state “French Advocacy Fact Packs”
mentioned on the site’s home page.

The AATF advocacy program has been
pitched with the idea that state and local in-
formation is the most effective resource to
make an argument for saving a French pro-
gram.  More often than not, a line of obvious
and effective relevancy cannot be drawn di-
rectly between even the most pressing na-
tional issue and a specific French program,
but if you can point to your state’s export
figures, name a local exporting company or
subsidiary of a Francophone company, you

have the immediate attention in a position
to help you.

In addition to key consular, educational,
and other support addresses, and a wealth
of relevant economic information about roles
played by states in international business,
the thirty-five state fact packs produced by
the AATF Commission on Advocacy each
contain a section called “French moments
in [state] history,” another on demography
of state residents who speak French or claim
Francophone ancestry, one on state French
place names, and often links to essays about
historical or cultural ties between the state
and the French-speaking world.  Advocacy
is so frequently a high-speed political game,
and it is only natural to wonder how histori-
cal ties through ancestry, place names, and
events can have any weight at all in an ar-
gument for  keeping a French program.  Re-
member that history often connects to power
structures and power players. America’s
growing interest in history is undeniable; it
is becoming a passion on steroids. Think of
the millions of individuals in the U.S. work-
ing feverishly with genealogical Web re-
sources, examining marriage, funeral, and
cemetery records in county libraries, the
many civically and culturally active people
attending municipal humanities council or
history society meetings.  You say you can-
not quite picture it?  Try googling the string
“city historical society.”

Our national interest in history is not nar-
rowly focused on famous battles and presi-
dents, as a view of the affiliated member or-
ganizations of the  National Coalition for His-
tory [http://historycoalition.org] will tell you.
These represent politically powerful interest
groups, whole industries, and academic in-
terests other than foreign languages.  In
higher education alone, “Teaching American
History” grants is becoming institutionalized
as a $100 million plus program in the U.S.
Department of Education. We have the
“American Democracy Project,” the “We the
People Initiative,” the “American Memory”
project, Civil Rights History forums, courses
in the history of various disciplines, a con-
siderable recent enrollment growth in col-
lege history classes. Outside of academe,
there is money and power in event-centered
history, the History Channel, and others.  See
how the states are peppered with historical
societies in the United States Historical So-
cieties Directory [www.daddezio.com/soci-
ety/hill/index.html].

Given the relevant historical tools the
AATF provides, how can we connect histori-
cal facts with communities and important

people? How should we gain the support of
historical and genealogical societies in or-
der to reach school boards and state legis-
lators through them? Finally, how do we en-
gage students with activities centered
around historical and demographic facts,
French place names, historical songs, fa-
mous residents, so students recognize that
French speakers have always been part of
the fabric of American life.

To begin, identify the names and events
from your state’s list of “French moments”
which you think might mean the most to
members of historical societies and muse-
ums or libraries in your area. Find represen-
tatives from these and have them come to
talk to your class or French club. Invite state
history students. Make sure this event is
announced publicly in your school and local
newspaper. If you can, have your students
do some kind of related follow-up project to
use in a thank-you for the speaker and as-
sociated organization. While you are doing
this, try to obtain an organization member-
ship list.  Note any connections (even indi-
rect ones) with the school board, county su-
pervisors, other local political figures and the
PTO or PTA. Perhaps you could involve par-
ents, some of whom may be descendants
of French-speakers with a connection to your
community.  So far, the potential effects are
extramural, inter-generational, and interde-
partmental.

Here are some basic suggestions for ac-
tivities. Pick names and events from your list
of “French moments” in your state’s history.
Make several simple multiple choice, match-
ing, or fill-in-the-blank exercises with the
chosen material. If you want to make these
interactive and universally accessible, use
a free software like “Hot Potatoes.” You might
have your students find out which Franco-
phone place names correspond with actual
places in the French-speaking world, those
used in other states, those which correspond
to the names of explorers, voyageurs,
coureurs-des-bois, settlers or famous
French speakers.  Students might also in-
vestigate the history of their state’s French
names and discover, through historic French
maps on the Internet, some names which
were originally French, but replaced later by
English names. Some of these exercises
might be adapted for use in your state his-
tory curriculum. If you are diplomatic, and
your unit is autodidactic with a no-fuss quiz,
you might persuade your own school’s state-
history teacher to include it.  If you are tech-
savvy, you might want to consider creating
podcasts on your state’s French historical
connections.
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My last suggestion is organization-inten-
sive, but it could be the best image builder
in your chapter’s history.
What? “Tour de la Nouvelle France”  Every
state advocacy Web site or “Fact Pack” has
a section on French place names and one
on French moments in state history.  Use
this in each state or chapter to construct a
viable mini Tour-de-France-style bicycle trip
(not race) with a stop (étape) at each. Choice
of cities and towns where there are many,
could be based on their role historically, or
on any number of other factors.
Who? The activity could include AATF mem-
bers, other French teachers and students,
Alliance française, any Franco-Canadian
groups, interested Francophones and
Francophiles, such as members of a French
Meet-up.
When? In periods of reasonably warm, dry
weather, though it might add significance to
coordinate the bicycle ride so that it occurs
in the summer before the “Tour de France.”
How? The AATF chapter as well as a state
bicycle association (for example, BRAT =
Bicycle Ride Across Tennessee) should be
among the sponsors. Others might include
the Alliance française, French or Quebec-
owned companies, American companies
with subsidiaries in the Francophone world,
town historical societies, consulates, consuls
honoraires, etc.
Learning: This activity could be accompa-
nied by bicycle riding and bicycle safety les-
sons in French or a lesson on the Tour de
France. Where appropriate or possible, a
representative from the municipal historical
society or humanities council could give a
short talk to participants. Students could write
a follow-up French narrative account of the
trip. They could meet teachers and students
in French classes of the étape cities as well
as local French speakers.
Why?  The event is quite newsworthy and
should find coverage in your school news-
paper as well as local papers of the étapes
cities.  Since it includes action and a variety
of groups, it should merit some television
news footage. Consider the associations,
institutions, and municipalities this activity
brings together. AATF co-organizers need to
discover politically influential participants,
sending them a special thank you for their
support and reminding them again of the
importance of French in their state. After all,
if history is society’s connecting tissue, there
is no reason why you cannot use it to con-
nect your program to success in the society
of your state and your district.
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