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In recent years, there have been 
countless stories of  French programs 
in peril, being phased out, or even 
abruptly discontinued. Many French 
instructors have spent much of  their 
careers in this precarious climate, oper-
ating in crisis mode while teaching. On 
a brighter note, there are institutions 
that have proposed new directions for 
French language and culture despite 
earlier challenges and are experienc-
ing growth and success. The following 
is such a story, shared with a spirit of  
collegiality in hopes that other schools 
across the country may fi nd workable 
solutions for their own French pro-
grams.
For decades, the University of  North-
ern Iowa (UNI) had enjoyed providing 
its students with the opportunity to 
pursue an M.A. in French, a B.A. in 
French, a B.A. in French Teaching, or 
a Minor in French. In the spring of  
2012, all four were discontinued due to 
budget considerations. Over the past 
four years, UNI has worked to rebuild 

the French program in a variety of  
ways including curriculum modifi ca-
tions, inter- and intra-university col-
laborations, and service learning in the 
community.
In the area of  curriculum, UNI 
implemented an Interdisciplinary 
French Studies Minor in the fall of  
2014, which requires 15 to 18 credits 
in French and 3 to 6 credits of  elec-
tives in complementary fi elds such 
as Art History, Geography, History, 
Music, and Philosophy, among others. 
Through this offering, students are 
encouraged to see French language 
and culture as integrally tied to their 
major fi eld. We actively recruit students 
from the related departments, and have 
formed alliances with faculty in those 
areas through collaborations, such as 
French faculty reading poems at a mu-
sic recital and History faculty attending 
the French conversation club.

In the spring of  2016, the UNI De-
partment of  Languages and Literatures 
voted to increase the language require-
ment for TESOL (Teaching English 
to Speakers of  Other Languages) 
students. If  the proposal passes, it will 
require TESOL majors to take two 
semesters of  a third language (other 
than English and one second lan-
guage). This will likely bring additional 
students to French from a related fi eld 
as well.
On a larger scale, UNI has signed 
an agreement with the Université de 
Franche-Comté in Besançon for a 2+2 
Dual Degree Program. Students in 
this program will attend UNI for two 
years and the French university for two 
years, receiving a B.A. in Individual 
Studies: French Languages and Cul-
tures from UNI and a Licence Lettres et 
Arts: Lettres Modernes from the French 
university. Students from the French 
university will begin their studies in 
France and then come to UNI for the 
last two years. This program opened 
in the fall of  2016 and we are actively 

recruiting students who have excelled 
in high school French programs. 
For more information on these new 
curricular opportunities at UNI, visit 
[https://www.uni.edu/langlit/].
For both the interdisciplinary minor 
and the 2+2 Dual Degree Program, we 
have arranged to continue a consis-
tent, albeit minimal, palette of  course 
offerings while sharing the resources 
of  other departments on campus and 
a university in France. This pleases the 
university budget and simultaneously 
allows French to continue in some way, 
though different from before.
Our collaborations reach beyond our 
campus and our international partner 
university in France. We have a grow-
ing Congolese population (from the 
Democratic Republic of  the Congo) in 
our sister city, Waterloo, Iowa. There 
are currently around 140 Congolese 
children enrolled in the ELL (English 

Language Literacy) program in the 
Waterloo Community School Dis-
trict (as cited in the Waterloo Courier 
[http://wcfcourier.com/news/local/
education/congolese-immigrant-
to-speak-at-english-learners-event/
article_0c315883-7fd7-5c08-a1e4-
f72a79078141.html]). These children’s 
parents and other adult relatives who 
have come to Iowa need English 
language education as well. In the past 
two to three years, the language depart-
ment of  UNI has received numerous 
requests for translators, interpreters, 
and tutors that speak French and 
English. This has given French a new 
importance in our community. French 
is no longer only a language for travel 
or one of  the working languages of  
the United Nations and the European 
Union (see [www.diplomatie.gouv.
fr/en/french-foreign-policy/fran-
cophony/the-status-of-french-in-the-
world/]); it is now a language needed 
to provide aid to immigrants and 
refugees from numerous Francophone 
countries to the U.S.

A student volunteer group on campus, 
Refugee and Immigrant Support and 
Empowerment (RISE), approached 
the French faculty about creating op-
portunities for students of  French to 
interact with the Congolese population 
in our community. French faculty have 
offered the possibility for students to 
volunteer to tutor English (with French 
language support) as a Service Learn-
ing (SL) project in lieu some of  their 
French class assignments for courses 
on campus. The students have found 
this a rewarding experience, and word 
is spreading about the utility of  the 
French language in the real world.
In sum, the French program at the 
University of  Northern Iowa has had 
some success in rebuilding thanks to a 
multi-pronged approach. Through an 
international collaboration with a uni-
versity in France, we have joined forces 
to create a unique dual degree program 
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that shares the resources and benefi ts 
of  both institutions. We have cultivated 
relationships with other content areas 
across our own campus to create new 
combinations of  coursework for an 
interdisciplinary minor. Finally, meeting 
the need for English tutors and men-
tors with French language skills, we are 
partnering with organizations in the 
community to support and empower 
the growing French-speaking immi-
grant population while providing a 
unique service learning opportunity in 
French courses. The thread that binds 
these initiatives together is partnership, 
on campus, in the local community, 
and internationally.
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