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On April 2, 2016, the Department of 
Foreign Languages and Literatures at the 
University of Memphis hosted its 25th an-
nual Language Fair.  The event, fi rst held 
in 1992, provides high school students in 
the Memphis metropolitan area with the 
opportunity to showcase their talents re-
lated to the study of a foreign language, 
and to interact with students from other 
schools who share similar interests.  The 
Fair is held on a Saturday in late March or 
early April in the student center on the 
campus of the University of Memphis 
and is the largest annual event on cam-
pus targeting high school students.  The 
Foreign Language Fair draws anywhere 
from 800 to over 1000 students in a given 
year, and French is very well represented 
among the six languages, with 25 French 
teachers and over 300 students compet-
ing in French events at the 2015 Fair. 

Purpose
The Language Fair serves three 

important purposes.  First, it allows the 
department to cultivate and maintain 
close relations with the foreign language 
teachers in the region (facilitated by the 
fact that many of these teachers are our 
former students).  Second, the Fair does 
serve as a recruitment tool for our institu-
tion, exposing high school students to 
our campus.  Being a regional and largely 
commuter campus, strong connections 
to the local community are vital for our 
recruitment efforts.  Most important, 
the Fair provides participants with the 
opportunity to demonstrate their talents, 
both linguistic and artistic, in a public 
and competitive atmosphere, bringing 
their language learning out of the class-
room and into a public forum.

Organized Activities
Participants in the Language Fair 

compete in 16 different events. These 
competitions allow students to highlight 
a wide variety of skills: artistic (e.g., Crafts, 
Greeting Cards), performance (Drama, 
Video), and written (Vocabulary Quiz, 
Poetry Writing). In addition, participants 
have the opportunity to compete against 
their peers individually in events such 
as Poetry Recitation, or in group events 
including World Dance. One of the most 
popular events is the Culture Bowl, a 
multi-round quiz bowl game where 
teams compete head-to-head answering 
questions related to world geography, 
cultures, language, history, and customs. 

Currently the Language Fair offers 
events in Chinese, French, German, 
Japanese, Latin, and Spanish, with some 

competitions (Folk Dance, Costumes, 
and Culture Bowl) that are not language-
specifi c.  Although some minor modifi -
cations have been made over the years, 
for the most part the list of competitive 
events has not changed signifi cantly.  
The language-specifi c events can be 
categorized generally in two ways: those 
divided by level corresponding to the 
years of language study, and those not in 
visual and performing arts where there 
are no divisions.  In French, the fi rst cat-
egory includes drama, poetry recitation, 
vocabulary quiz, poetry writing, essay 
writing, and video.  In the case of the last 
three events listed, entries are submit-
ted and judged prior to the day of the 
Fair.  In the artistic categories, there are 
competitions in art, crafts, greeting cards, 
posters, projects, and music (both solo 
and group).

In addition to the competitive events, 
other opportunities are offered to our 
visitors over the course of the day of 
the Fair.  We offer 20-25 minute “mini-
lessons” in different languages, featuring 
in particular those taught in the depart-
ment but not in our local high schools 
(Arabic, Italian, Portuguese).  Invitations 
are extended to appropriate campus 
programs to have representation at the 
event.  Regular participants include the 
Study Abroad offi ce and several of our 
student language clubs.  We also coor-
dinate with the university’s recruitment 
offi ce to provide promotional material 
about the university to all students and 
to offer campus tours.

Each year, a theme for the Fair is cho-
sen by a committee that includes faculty 
from the University of Memphis as well as 
local educators. In addition to setting the 
tone for the Fair, the theme also serves 
as the basis for student submissions for 
the poster and writing competitions.  In 
celebration of the 25th anniversary of 
the Fair, this year’s theme was  “25 Years 
of Bringing the World Together.” Recent 
themes have included “You’re connected, 
now communicate!” (2014), “Polyglots 
have more fun” (2013),  and “Understand-
ing Cultures Unifi es People" (2012).

Hosting the Language Fair and Reach-
ing Out to K-12 teachers

Preparations begin early in the fall 
semester, months before the event itself. 
It would not be possible to organize the 
Fair without the help of all of the faculty 
and graduate students in the depart-
ment who assist in preparing materials, 
manning registration tables, and judg-

ing events, as well as a large number 
of undergraduate volunteers who help 
with many logistical items. Excellent 
organization of the Fair is crucial to its 
success.  Although in past years there 
has been a director every year (with that 
position rotating among faculty in the 
department), as of 2016 there are two co-
directors, ensuring greater continuity in 
the coordination of the event from year 
to year.  Their efforts are seconded by the 
Language Fair committee, composed of 
faculty members from the department.

The local teachers themselves play a 
central role in the success of the Fair.  It 
is teachers who register their students 
for the Fair and help them prepare for 
competition. Even though the Fair takes 
place in late March or early April, teachers 
at some schools mention that they start 
preparing for events starting in the fall 
semester and have internal competitions 
to identify the crème de la crème who will 
go on to compete in the Fair itself. 

The Fair also allows the University 
to recognize local educators. Each year, 
nominations are accepted for Teacher of 
the Year, an award which is given to a sec-
ondary school foreign language teacher 
in the Memphis / Mid-South area. The 
honoree receives a cash award as well as 
a plaque recognizing their contributions 
to foreign language study. The winner is 
chosen based on the dossier they submit. 
Criteria for the award include overall 
teaching success, pedagogical innova-
tiveness, promotion of foreign language 
study, professional activity, and organiza-
tion of language-related events at the 
candidate’s institution. 

All teachers attending the Fair receive 
a gift bag fi lled with culture-specifi c and 
general items donated by local business-
es and organizations, as well as consul-
ates and textbook companies. Examples 
of gifts include tote bags, maps, posters, 
books, pins, music CDs, notepads, and 
other goodies teachers can use them-
selves or with their students. Students 
also enjoy watching their teachers com-
pete for fun in their own Culture Bowl 
towards the end of the day.

The Importance of Ceremonial Mo-
ments

To add an element of ceremony to 
the day’s activities, there is an offi cial 
opening before events begin, and an 
awards ceremony at the conclusion.  We 
have been fortunate to have a university 
administrator (President, Provost, Dean of 
Arts and Sciences) present at the open-
ing ceremony to welcome attendees 
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and we certainly benefi t from having 
the administration see the large number 
of students coming to campus and the 
breadth of events offered.  At the awards 
ceremony, individual winners receive 
medals for fi rst, second, and third place 
in each competition; teams are awarded 
trophies engraved for each event. We 
can honestly say that win or lose, most 
students leave the Fair with a sense of 
accomplishment, and teachers have 
stated that by the following Monday 
students are already coming to them 
with ideas for the following year.  It is this 
kind of enthusiasm that makes the Fair so 
worthwhile.

For more information about the Uni-
versity of Memphis Language Fair, visit 
[www.memphis.edu/fl /fair/].
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