
If you had told me when I started 
teaching that one day I would be in 
Manhattan driving around in a stu-
dent-built car that I, a French teacher, 
helped construct, and that I would 
talk about my experience building 
the car 
and how 
it worked 
to Fran-
cophones 
walking 
down the 
street, I 
would 
have 
thought 
you were 
crazy. I 
would 
have 
looked 
you in the 
eye and 
said, “Vous 
êtes com-
plètement 
fou / folle, 
non?” But 
this past 
fall saw 
me doing 
just that. 

I spent 
a week in New York City along with 
four of my students and my fellow 
co-moderator of our school’s Ex-
perimental Vehicle Team promoting 
the National Geographic Channel’s 
new six-part series premiere entitled 
Breakthrough. Of the three schools 
invited to the Big Apple, we were the 
only high school; the other cars came 
from universities in Calgary, Canada 
and Bochum, Germany. We were part 
of a fl eet of vehicles that all ran on al-
ternative energy, including a $1.1 mil-
lion Hybrid McLaren P1 and a Tesla 
Model S, to name a few. My school’s 
car was one of the solar-powered 

FRENCH IN THE “REAL WORLD”
prototypes that showed what the fu-
ture of transportation could look like. 

Part of what we had to do was to 
stand next to our vehicles and talk 
to passers-by about our car, show-
ing them how we had built it out of 

carbon fi ber 
and polyure-
thane foam, 
how it ran 
off of batter-
ies charged 
from our 
separate so-
lar charging 
station, and 
how we fi n-
ished fi rst in 
the Solar Car 
Challenge 
in Dallas, 
Texas after 
completing 
over 550 
miles in four 
days. It was 
in that week 
of talking to 
people from 
all walks of 
life that I was 
able to come 
up with a 
great answer 

to the age-old student question, 
“When are we ever going to use this?  
I am not going to be a French major, 
I am not going to work in France; I 
will never need to use my French, 
Madame.” 

Inquisitive French-speaking 
people kept coming up to us,  ask-
ing about our car, and my students 
would answer. Some Francophones 
could speak English relatively well 
but lacked the technical jargon of 
the English terms that my students 
were using, and it was then, in those 
moments of, “Uh, Madame, can you 
please talk to them, I don’t know if 

they understand me,” that I would tell 
comment on utilise l’énergie solaire au 
lieu de l’essence et comment des lycéens 
ont construit leur propre voiture. “Ils sont 
si intelligents, non?” The Francophones’ 
faces, especially those of the children, 
would light up as they could ask spe-
cifi c questions about the build time 
or the exact type of batteries we used 
and be understood. And while at times 
I stumbled trying to remember specifi c 
technical terms, people understood me. 

In that instant, I was able to put a 
real-life situation into context—how 
French can be used, even by people 
who aren’t planning on leaving their 
country, even by people who don’t 
think they will ever encounter a Franco-
phone person during their future career.

Being able to show my students the 
real world application of French in their 
chosen fi eld was an amazing experi-
ence that I will not soon forget.
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