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Hidden among the towering forests 
and snow-covered mountains of  Mon-
tana, there exists a special world of  
French teachers. We are separated from 
colleagues by vast prairies and winding 
rivers. Our programs are few and far 
between, especially in small towns that 
can still boast one-room schoolhouses. 
Field trips to a Monet exhibit? Din-
ing at a French restaurant? Enjoying a 
French fi lm festival? Forget about it. 
Our local Wal-Mart is the extent of  
our gourmet food options. We teach in 
schools where there is no language re-
quirement, and we send students off  to 
state universities with no language en-
trance requirements either. Every day 
we are reminded that we are not unlike 
most rural public schools. And yet, in 
our small valley nestled outside Glacier 
National Park, Glacier High School in 
Kalispell has seen its French program 
grow from 90 students to over 200 in 
less than fi ve years. We’ve added a new 
teacher, an AP class, and a new plaque 

to our school’s trophy case that entitles 
us to call ourselves “Exemplary.” What 
started as a drive to survive became 
a chance not only to change how our 
students view languages but also how 
they view themselves.
Our program thrives on sheer enthu-
siasm. Enthusiasm from our admin-
istration, from our staff, and most 
importantly, from our students. During 
those long, cold Montana winters, 
sometimes that enthusiasm is truly all 
we have. Without the ability to offer 
fl ashy “extras” to students or a gradu-
ation requirement to fall back on, we 
set on a different path to make sure 
our program grew and fl ourished. We 
made a point of  collaborating with our 
Spanish counterparts to make sure that 
our motto of  “Glacier Goes Global” 
rang true for all of  our school’s lan-
guage students. School-wide celebra-
tions, such as International Education 
Week, became an annual tradition and 
involved the entire population of  1300 
students. We tackled our travel and 
hosting/exchange offerings, ensuring 
that all students, regardless of  socio-

economic status, could fi nd a program 
that fi t their needs. We started offer-
ing French Club, La Société Honoraire de 
Français, Soirée du Ciné, Opération Bonheur, 
Soirée d’Immersion, Café et Conversation, 
and more. We ramped up our social 
media presence so that every event 
and class project was seen by anyone 
with an Internet connection. Videos 
were made, brochures created, posters 
designed; if  we could showcase our 
program, we were there. Every coun-
selor, school board member, and media 
outlet was updated almost daily on our 
students’ adventures.  Squeaky wheel? 
We were more like a roaring engine.  
In our classrooms, we focused on 
making it feel like students were not 
just taking a class but becoming a part 
of  a family. Traditions that students 
could share with each other such as the 
invitation-only Dîner en Blanc that takes 
place in a secret location around our 
school prior to the AP French exam, 

or the “Life After Languages” alumni 
panel every January helped them see 
what their lives could be like if  they 
continued with their French studies. 
We focused on bringing the textbook 
to life and sought every opportunity 
to provide authentic audiences for 
them to practice with.  Everyone in 
our school is involved in our program. 
Need someone to administer an oath 
for the baby escargots we adopted during 
our annual baby shower? Let’s invite 
some administrators, oh and don’t 
forget we can have the staff  be god-
parents, too! Can our other French 
teacher play the role of  the grumpy 
customs agent during our annual 
“fl ight” to France? Defi nitely. Want to 
help wish the AP students good luck 
on their exam? Let’s make it a hashtag 
contest with the whole school along 
with selfi es with the school mascot and 
singing teachers! Our French program 
was “the little program that could” and 
students signed up in droves.
Yet despite growing numbers and 
increased enthusiasm toward the study 
of  languages, applying for exemplary 

distinction for our program was not 
something I took lightly. I wondered 
if  it was even possible to explain how 
our students felt when they entered my 
French classroom on paper and if  it 
was worthy of  this coveted distinction. 
Was it really important that we were 
“the best” when I spent so much time 
telling my students that what was really 
important was the sense of  community 
that they felt in my classroom rather 
than an A grade? I also knew that we 
were up against schools that had more 
funds than we had, larger programs 
than we had, and more opportunities 
to offer our students than we had.  
Were we, in fact, truly exemplary?
Fortunately, I was trained by incred-
ibly dynamic, motivated, and caring 
language teachers. Lowell Hoeft, Erin 
Gutschow, Paula Shewmake, Bob Mo-
har, Nadine Butler, Andrea Behn, Edna 
Feldman-Schultz, these individuals 
continue to inspire me to provide the 

best quality program for my students.  
Having mentors such as these meant 
that I never knew a world language ed-
ucator who wasn’t incredibly passion-
ate, who didn’t go above and beyond 
what was expected of  them, and who 
put their students above almost all else. 
They simply didn’t know any other way 
to teach, and as a result, neither do I.  
I decided that if  we were to apply, my 
students and I would apply together. 
When introduced to the idea in Sep-
tember, I received a resounding “Well 
duh, Madame,” in typical teenage fash-
ion. That was enough of  an answer for 
me. We spent the fi rst six months of  
the year deciding what we should and 
shouldn’t include, carefully selecting 
photos, newspaper stories, and, in their 
words, “only the cool” projects.  Our 
application was over 300 pages long 
and we pushed the “submit” button 
together. This was their program and 
their chance to shine. The wait to fi nd 
out the results was excruciating, most 
likely exacerbated by the fact that my 
students asked me about it every single 
day.
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When we received the email that we 
had been awarded our status, our 
principal was the fi rst to ask if  she 
could tell my AP class, the fi rst in the 
school’s history, my only class to be 
with only me for four years, and the 
de facto leaders of  our program. After 
letting them think that they were in 
major trouble, she gleefully announced 
that we had been chosen. After my 
students regained their composure (I 
never saw so many students look posi-
tively queasy), we had a group hug and 
played “We are the Champions.”  It 
stayed on repeat all day. Our principal 
let us hang our French fl ag where our 
state champion sport teams hang their 
banners and interrupted our school 
day via intercom to spread the news 
of  our victory.  Having been a part of  
the process of  applying, our students 
knew it wasn’t just the increase in our 
numbers or our different extracur-
ricular options, but the strength of  
our program as a whole. And since 
our program is based on our students 
feeling a part of  a French family and 
larger global community, they began to 
see that their school and community 
also held these values in high regard. 
French is no longer seen as a skill 
that they may or may not “use” when 
they graduate, but a way of  looking 
at the world that benefi ted not only 
themselves but those around them. I 
became a French teacher to make sure 
my students felt a part of  something 
bigger than themselves. Achieving 
Exemplary Distinction has given them 
more than anything I ever could.
Applying for exemplary distinction is 
the easy part; building an exemplary 
program takes the work of  an entire 
community. You need a supportive 
district and administration, incredibly 
understanding colleagues, enthusiastic 
and passionate students, a patient hus-
band when you’re at school until 8 p.m. 
for the third day in a row, and, if  you’re 
lucky, a Wal-Mart. My students and my 
program will never be the same.
If  you’d like more information on our 
program or to contact me personally, 
feel free and visit our website, [http://
ghsfrenchprogram.weebly.com].
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Glacier High School (MT)
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