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After hearing recently of the demise of
two French programs and one German pro-
gram in my state, program salvation has
become a major concern to me. French pro-
grams face yearly threats of the guillotine
(c’est le cas de le dire) due to state and lo-
cal budget cuts and to competition from
Spanish programs and other Less Com-
monly Taught Languages.  French sections
are often scheduled in direct competition
with other elective classes such as Band,
Choir, and the Arts that draw our best stu-
dents away from French classes.  Schools
that are not meeting Annual Yearly
Progress (AYP) goals place students with
low test scores in remedial math classes, thus
removing them from an elective class that
they enjoy.  In Washington state, the new-
est idea for the high school graduation
credit requirement is called Core 24.  In this
program, students in the four-year college
concentration would be required to take
two years of a World Language.  Students
in the certificate or apprentice track would
not be required to take any World Lan-
guage.  While this two-year requirement
may seem like a good idea, it should be
noted that the students’ schedules are pro-
grammed so that elective classes beyond
the basic requirements are difficult to sched-
ule.  Therefore, after two years of French,
students would not easily be able to con-
tinue into the advanced levels, thereby se-
verely limiting the growth of a strong pro-
gram.

Teachers are often tasked with the
difficult, but not impossible, assignment of
saving their programs.  It is imperative that
a teacher facing program elimination use
all resources available to convince decision-
makers that French is a viable and
important option for students.  As I have
discovered through serving on my local
chapter’s board, support must be provided
before the decision to terminate a program
has been made.  Once that has happened,
it is almost impossible to sway this decision.
Support can be found from the AATF Web
site, the National Bulletin, the Tête-à-Tête
Initiative, and local Alliance française
chapters.  However, without the continued
philosophical and financial support of the
superintendent, school board, and school
administrators, the valiant efforts of any
teacher may result in failure.  Not to
despair!  There are victories in these
challenging times.  I would like to share my
experience reinvigorating a high school
program that had dwindled over the years.
Over the past two years, the program at
Mount Vernon High School (WA) has grown
from 84 students in 2007 to 180 students in
2009.  While I cannot guarantee that the
success of the French program at Mount

Vernon High School (MVHS) can be
replicated at all schools, I believe that, as
professionals, we should collaborate to
establish a forum through which we can find
support based on the strategies of other
teachers in similar situations.

Mount Vernon High School has
approximately 1800 students and is the only
high school in the district.  Students of
Hispanic background make up 40% of the
student body, and the free and reduced
lunch rate is around 50%.  During my initial
interview for the position at Mount Vernon
High, I had inquired about expanding the
program beyond the three lower-level
classes.  At that time, only three courses, two
French I and one French II, were offered.
Spanish had 18 sections of Spanish I through
Advanced Placement and Heritage
Speaker classes.  Latin offered three classes
of levels I-IV with several levels combined.
I mentioned that I had pre-viously taught
AP and that the students of MVHS deserved
the opportunity to take college-level
French.  The principal agreed with me and
shared his excitement for program growth.
There was one caveat to his support: I would
be responsible for building the numbers in
the program.  Thus, it was imperative that
I quickly demon-strate to the
superintendent and admin-istration the
positive and profound impact on student
success through French classes.  In no small
part, the increase in the French program’s
numbers is due to the direct support of the
principal, Dave Anderson, of the vice-
principals, of the counselors, and of the
superintendent, Dr. Carl Brunner.

During my first year at MVHS, I had 50
students in French I and 30 in level II.  There
were no higher levels offered due to lack of
enrollment.  I taught 3 French classes and 3
Spanish.  While I enjoyed the chance to
teach multiple languages, I recognized that
French could easily flourish at the school.
Therefore, early in the year, I decided that
it would my goal to double my sections of
French for the following year.  Impossible?
Perhaps so, but I had several factors
supporting me.  The school is on an eight-
period A/B schedule.  This schedule allows
students more choice in their electives as
long as they do not have remedial Math,
Science or English classes.  While an A/B
schedule is not ideal for teaching language,
it offers students flexibility in their choices,
and it allows them to explore their interests
outside of core classes.

To accomplish my goal, I started by
enticing students back into French with a
unique curriculum that did not use the
traditional textbook approach.  I used a
variety of progressive teaching techniques,

including storytelling through drawing and
acting as well as a whole language
immersion to reach as many student learner
types as possible.  Recognizing that my
students progressed quickly through these
techniques, I adapted my curriculum based
on history, culture, and literature in the
Francophone world to meet the needs of
students from disadvantaged back-
grounds and from Spanish-speaking
backgrounds.  I also incorporated numer-
ous technology-integrated experiences and
tools to enhance learning such as the
interactive audience response devices
Qwizdom (also known as “clickers”) and my
curricular Web site filled with activities,
games, and videos.  The students in French
II had not previously had these tools, and
French quickly became the class in which
students would experience real-life
applications of technology in a specialized
content area.  As the teacher on campus
with one of the strongest uses of technology
tools, students frequently commented to
their teachers, friends, and family on the
impact of this philosophy and practices in
their interest level.  Lastly, I made a
sustained effort at promoting Francophone
culture through our Club français.  Our
activities included cooking class nights,
French-language movies, Fêtes culturelles,
and National French Week activities.  I
spent several afternoons a week working
on these projects, but the results were
immediate.  At the first Friday movie night,
there were 45 students in attendance!

In 2009, I won a $9000 grant for
technology from my state’s Office of
Superintendent of Instruction.  This grant
allowed me to purchase technology tools
such as a Smart Board, MP3 players, Flip
video cameras, and digital cameras.  With
these tools, I have promoted student
creativity, imagination, and technical skills
through challenging and interactive
activities that have been posted on our class
blog, YouTube, and the school intranet.
Using these engaging and up-to-date
technology tools with Web 2.0 applications,
the students have discovered that French
is not only a world language, it is also a
gateway to professional and academic
development.

The students excelled in French and they
were excited to experience a teaching style
that piqued their curiosity.  I was very
pleased when the vice-principal in charge
of enrollment shared the numbers for 2008-
09: a total of 185 students had registered
for French in levels I-III!  There were 120
students in French I, 35 in French II, and 25
in French III.  For 2009-10, there are 6
courses in French, including, for the first time
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in many years, French IV/AP.
The best publicity possible is word-of-

mouth and texting-of-fingers.  Many of my
students have younger siblings, so word
about a unique and fun class travels
quickly.  Shortly before 8th grade regis-
tration, I participated in an open house for
elective courses for incoming students.  I was
able to meet nearly 150 incoming freshmen
and to introduce them to the French
section’s offerings.  My table included a
computer with a slideshow of class pictures,
poster boards with fun French language
and Francophone cultural facts, and a
sampling of French candies that I had
purchased during my travels.

An important factor in my program’s
growth is the student population.  Our
school has a 40% Hispanic demography
and many of these students already speak
Spanish.  If these students choose to increase
their academic knowledge of Spanish, we
offer two levels of Spanish for Heritage
Speakers.  However, if they do not wish to
study Spanish, their choices are limited to
French and Latin.  During registration, the
supportive counseling staff suggests French
to many of the Hispanic students with a
knowledgeable explanation of the
similarities between French and Spanish.  I
have found over the past two years that
some Hispanic students who are not
academically strong in English or other core
classes excel in French.  They feel
comfortable with the syntax, vocabulary,
and basic grammar concepts.  These
students relish finding cognates between the
languages and often point out the
similarities to their non-Spanish speaking
classmates.  Their prior knowledge of a
Romance language empowers them in
ways they may not  feel in other classes.
For many of them, it is one of the few classes
in which they are performing at an “A”
level.  I use Spanish daily to support their
grammatical knowledge and often solicit
answers in “Frespagnol.”

I could say that the growth of the French
program  is all due to my efforts, but I would
be exaggerating.  It is the students who have
made the difference.  Students demonstrate
their pride in being in French class by
wearing pins from the Université Laval in
Quebec, Canada.  They identify with each
other, they speak French in Math class
together, they know each other’s French
class names, and they attend French club
activities.  Without the interest of my
students and the support of a dedicated
administration, I would not have felt quite
as driven to seek to increase the level of
enrollment in the French program.

Catherine Meissner
Mount Vernon High School (WA)
[cmeissner@mv.k12.wa.us]


