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Being a French teacher does not have 
to be a lonely profession.  A number of 
AATF members live and work in com-
munities where another adult French 
speaker is invisible. At the same time, 
many members identify with urban or 
suburban areas where French speakers 
are around them but with whom they 
have little or no contact. Why would 
French teachers want to reach out to 
Francophiles and Francophones in their 
geographic area, and how might they 
accomplish this? 

The response to “Why?” is easy.  First of 
all, teachers need and desire to main-
tain their skills in French beyond their 
exchanges with students and hopefully, 
have as contacts those with whom they 
can continue their life-long learning 
in French.  Secondly, as more French 
programs are coming under scrutiny by 
administrators and boards, teachers need 
allies to respond to threats or decisions  
on program reduction or elimination. 
We know that K-12 teachers are at a 
disadvantage in being able to defend 
their programs publicly and to reach out 
to their students and the community to 
advocate on behalf of French programs. 

Elementary and secondary teachers 
are frequently “advised” against inform-
ing students and their parents about 
curtailment decisions by administrators, 
leaving teachers with no visible support. 
The need to build a network of allies is 
greater now than ever.  In addition, com-
munity Francophones and Francophiles 
have friends who understand the value 
of having a choice in world language 
off erings and are willing to back eff orts 
to sustain French programs, even if their 
children are studying another language. 
This strategy has been used success-
fully the past two years by parents in 
Deerfi eld, IL, to maintain their Grade 6 
program in French.

Faculty in higher education are fi ght-
ing against a growing trend in academia 
to eliminate programs because of the 
low number of majors.  Not enough 
voices are being heard about the value 
of having strong foreign language skills 
for careers, about the future growth of 
French, particularly in Africa, and about 
the economic importance of French-
speaking countries to the U.S. and to 
individual regions and states in our coun-
try.  Moreover, who is talking about the 

HOW FRENCH TEACHERS CAN CULTIVATE ALLIES
critical benefi ts of foreign languages to 
develop critical thinking, as well as ana-
lytical, speaking, and writing skills? Adults 
who decide to study French (again), often 
retirees, are frequently those who value 
the learning experiences that they had as 
students—the ability to communicate ef-
fectively orally, to read interesting books 
and articles, and to learn more about 
cultural topics of the Francophone world.  
These benefi ts associated with life-long 
learning do not have currency in the of-
fi ces of those who only count majors. The 
bean counters are like the businessman 
on Le Petit Prince’s fourth planet: They are 
sérieux and pay attention only to what 
they can count—les petites choses qui 
brillent, oblivious to what is truly utile to a 
life well lived.  Sometimes, just one of the 
double majors, not necessarily the French 
major, is counted by these decision-mak-
ers, and the number of minors is com-
pletely disregarded. Testimonials from 
former graduates can be very persuasive, 
but a French program needs even more 
backing from community members.

Let’s consider a few options for mak-
ing connections to the Francophile and 

Francophone community around the 
French teacher. We can start with the 
Modern Language Association Language 
Map [http://www.mla.org/map_main] 
to understand the prevalence of French-
speakers in our own geographic area, 
including French programs in post-
secondary institutions.  There are some 
barren areas in our country, but there are 
also community members who have ac-
quired French as a second language, with 
varying levels or fl uency, and those who 
are fascinated by everything French: his-
tory, literature, architecture, the fi ne arts, 
travel, and cuisine, for example. These 
Francophiles and Francophones can be 
eff ective speakers on the importance of 
French in their lives.  

When Francophones are diffi  cult to 
identify, the teacher might fi rst search 
for Francophiles, an initiative that might 
eventually lead to Francophones. Finding 
out who is a Francophile may require 
some imagination and some tactical 
planning.  Remember the protagonist, 
Ray, in the Field of Dreams, who hears 
a voice whisper, "If you build it, he will 
come"? Listen to the voice—“They will 
come.”—and the vision of reinforce-

ments for a French program will come. 
Just don’t wait too long to engage!

Engagement might involve contacting 
the public library to suggest a speaker or 
even to present a program on an entic-
ing travel, cultural, literary, culinary, or ar-
chitectural topic or to launch an informal 
French Club for adults.  A story time with 
books written in French or with Franco-
phone themes for children, held at the 
library or shopping center or bookstore, 
might attract parents’ attention.  Babar, 
Madeline, Ernest et Célestine, Tintin, le Petit 
Nicolas, and Charles Perrault’s fairy tales 
are classics. Students studying French 
could be the readers, for they might 
consider it both fun and advantageous as 
they add to their service-learning credits.  
Such a project might also be embraced 
by the student French (Francophone/In-
ternational) Club or the Société Honoraire 
chapter.  

A café conversation could be sched-
uled after school, in the evening, or on 
weekends at a local café or another 
public venue and advertised through 
parents’ newsletters and other com-
munity media. The only requirement for 

attendees might be to listen to French 
and to speak in French according to their 
comfort level.

French cinema has an appeal beyond 
those who understand spoken French.   
Libraries frequently have a license to 
show fi lms, and French fi lms on the list 
can be shown without having to pay a 
rental fee. A local movie theater might 
also have an interest in showing French 
fi lms, classics and more recent ones. 
Viewing a fi lm on the wide screen might 
be an added incentive for those who 
enjoy movies. 

What about a cooking demonstration, 
perhaps, in the home economics (family 
and consumer sciences) department of 
the school or in a local cooking school, 
even at a store like Williams-Sonoma or 
Sur la table, or in a church with a kitchen?  
Cuisine could also be combined with 
healthy eating to attract a wider audi-
ence.  Cooking is not just for women, for 
it attracts men, too!  In addition, might a 
local restaurant or bakery respond favor-
ably to an event in which the business 
might put a spotlight on French food for 
a day or a weekend?

Because of the acceleration of com-
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munity colleges, colleges, and universi-
ties suff ering a reduction in their French 
programs and elimination of majors and 
minors and of M.A. and Ph.D. degrees, 
there is a need for K-12 French teachers 
and French teachers in higher education 
to collaborate to provide support for 
French programs in their communities.  
Each group has physical resources and 
contacts that could be mutually benefi -
cial. High school students are generally 
excited to visit college campuses, which 
could host events and contests, provid-
ing visibility and recruitment possibilities 
for the host. Higher education institu-
tions are also interested in outreach to 
their communities, and French teachers 
in secondary and in post-secondary 
could benefi t from this mission.

Field trips, exchange programs, and 
travel programs off er other possibilities 
to engage parents and community mem-
bers.  Parents are frequently needed as 
additional chaperones and as host par-
ents, and sometimes they travel abroad 
with student groups.  Parents can also be 
asked to speak to classes or to share their 
French experiences with French Clubs. 
A teacher at the Niles Township High 
Schools, Skokie, IL, invites faculty and staff  
who have a French connection to speak 
at meetings of the French Honor Society.  
From a little survey collected early in the 
school year, she found a Belgian in the 
security department and teachers who 
had joined Teach for America in Loui-
siana, had taken an art class in France, 
had visited a friend who lived in France, 
had gone with a spouse on a sabbatical 
that included living in France, and had 
worked in the Peace Corps in West Africa. 
Community members might also serve 
as judges for contests. The Minnesota 
Chapter of the AATF includes members 
of the Alliance française de Minneapolis/
St. Paul among its judges for its student 
contest À Vous la Parole. These people 
are typically Francophiles, often Franco-
phones, with a positive viewpoint about 
the French program.  They have had 
personal experiences with the French 
program and are likely to communicate 
their involvement and observations 
enthusiastically to a school board. 

It goes without saying that attendees 
at various events should indicate their 
names and e-mail addresses on sign-up 
sheets in order to provide the teacher 
with follow-up opportunities, perhaps, 
a brief newsletter or an e-mail greeting.  
These are allies who might be asked to 
speak out publicly or sign a petition for 
an endangered French program when 
external backing could be eff ective.

The AATF through its commissions 

and its advocacy resources can assist 
with ideas and information to build, 
expand, and defend French programs. 
Members are reminded that the French 
Language Advocacy Wiki [https://
frenchadvocacy.wikispaces.com/] of-
fers about 200 documents with factual 
information, promotional ideas, advocacy 
strategies, templates, and video testimo-
nials to help K-12 and post-secondary 
French teachers and their allies. Robert 
(T-Bob) Peckham has also created for ad-
vocates an extensive Web site, known as 
Advocacy Depot [http://www.utm.edu/
staff /globeg/advofr.shtml].

The future of French programs in this 
country lies in the hands of French teach-
ers. It takes just one teacher to promote, 
recruit, and cultivate allies; however, 
every French teacher must be focused on 
these tasks.  By identifying and attract-
ing allies, French teachers make their 
programs stronger, and recruitment of 
students naturally follows.

Teachers are invited to send Margot 
Steinhart ideas for other ways to involve 
the community in supporting French 
programs. They are also encouraged to 
send photos and descriptions of activi-
ties in which community members have 
participated. By sharing, we may sustain 
another French program.

 Margot M. Steinhart
 Coordinator
 French Language Advocacy Wiki
 [m.steinhart@sbcglobal.net]


