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Then and Now
I rarely admit that I started teaching 

French when the typewriter and mimeo-
graph machine provided the “technol-
ogy” for planning lessons and dissemi-
nating notes and handouts. I spent hours 
making posters and fl ashcards; I recorded 
songs, drills, and comprehensions to use 
in the language lab; and I amassed all 
kinds of materials with the goal of pro-
viding an outpost of France in a generic 
classroom somewhere in the world. Over 
the years, frequently updated tools in the 
form of computers, CDs, podcasts, and ac-
tive board technology replaced my early 
collections to provide my students with 
authentic experiences of Francophone 
life and language.  When almost two 
years ago our school announced it was 
initiating a 1:1 laptop program to best 
equip students for learning in the 21st 
century, excitement at the possibilities 

was countered by concerns that laptops 
could distract students and hinder learn-
ing.  Given this latest challenge with its 
opposing perspectives, two related ques-
tions formed in my mind as I anticipated 
the arrival of my students eager to use 
this latest tool in their overstuffed back-
packs: (1) How will the laptop program 
infl uence or change how I teach?  and (2) 
How will the laptop program infl uence or 
change how my students learn?

To maintain balance in this move to 
integrate technology in a purposeful 
manner, I focused on the three pillars of 
curriculum: content (what students learn/ 
goals), process (how my students achieve 
and are equipped to achieve the goals), 
and product (the demonstration of learn-
ing).2  I determined that my goal over 
the fi rst year of the program would be to 
explore ways to teach more effectively 
while providing greater fl exibility for 
my middle school French I students (the 
unwitting guinea pigs) to learn in the 
required skill areas.  In teacher-speak, the 
over arching goal was, through trial and 
error, to seek out and implement best 
practices for my students and me.  Armed 
with input from my students, I embarked 
on the second year with clearer strate-
gies and sense of purpose. 
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How does the laptop program infl u-
ence the way I teach?   

Content:  The textbook is only one re-
source—and not always necessary. 
A greater reliance on technology allows 
me to choose, control, and create content 
to meet my students’ needs.  

Choose:  The Web puts a plethora of 
instructional materials at the hands 
of the language teacher, and careful 
selection is key to effective teaching.  
A look at the end goal, the AP French 
Language and Culture course, with 
its emphasis on communicative skills 
in the six principal thematic areas, 
requires that pre-AP skills must be in-
corporated, even for novice learners, if 
they are to move confi dently through 
more challenging levels of language 
acquisition.  With this in mind, I revised 
or redesigned existing materials into 

thematic units; in other cases, I created 
units independent of the textbook.  
Following the National Standards for 
Foreign Language Learning,   I de-
signed presentational, interpersonal, 
and interpretive goals for these units 
with lessons and assessments to en-
able my students to achieve the goals 
and performance tasks.  With new 
units, I compiled vocabulary lists and 
presentations to teach and review 
grammar; I sorted through myriad 
bookmarked sites to select and assign 
specifi c tasks for practice or vocabu-
lary study, videos and excerpts for 
reading and listening comprehension, 
and sites that provided cultural links 
or authentic readings pertaining to 
the themes. Discussions and collabo-
ration with colleagues who taught at 
different levels were invaluable in this 
process. 

Control:  Having designed the unit, 
I needed to provide my students 
with easy access to all materials and 
presentations for assignments and 
assessment preparation.  For this 
purpose, I created a wiki with pages 
for each unit to furnish links to the 
sites, activities, and presentations, and 
I built and edited these as the year 

progressed.  To create a seamless fl ow 
from one source to another in my dai-
ly lessons, I used Keynote or fl ip charts 
for the active board with imbedded 
links to sites and presentations.  Hav-
ing all the material in one place was 
important for my organization, but it 
also made the material accessible to 
students for study or review once I 
posted it to the wiki.

Create:  Many programs on the Mac 
make the creation of videos and pod-
casts very easy; if I was going to en-
courage my students to be “doers and 
creators,”3 I had to be a role model.  I 
made podcasts to deliver instruction 
on the go for today’s busy students 
who use commute time for learning 
and review. During snow days last 
year, I created and posted short videos 
on vocabulary and grammar points. 

After preparing a Keynote presenta-
tion, I often recorded and shared it 
as a QuickTime video for students to 
access outside of class. 

How does the program infl uence how 
my students learn? 

I.  The process—the link between con-
tent and product 

 While “le wiki” for our class has become 
the repository of all instructional and 
ancillary materials with lessons, links, 
podcasts, videos, and music links, it has 
allowed some subsequent changes in 
the learning process: 

 • Differentiation and personalized 
instruction are possible: students who 
need more time to master the material 
are able to access it on the wiki in their 
own time.  More advanced students 
fi nd other activities or WebQuests4 to 
practice and expand their skills and 
cultural knowledge.  For students who 
forget how to do things by the time 
they arrive home, they can review the 
details of the lesson to apply it cor-
rectly for homework.  

 • Students collaborate and assist in 
peer to-peer learning: they create and 
share verb tables, vocabulary lists, and 
fl ashcards to assist in the learning 

Middle school students are discriminating refi ners and candid critics of my methods and readily 
inform me of their likes and dislikes, but more pragmatically, of what works and doesn’t 

work for them in the learning process.  
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process. 

 • Review and assessment preparation: 
students can work individually or in 
small study groups during which time 
I circulate to provide mini-lessons and 
answer questions. 

 • Easy access: even when absent, 
most students complete the work by 
visiting the wiki and accessing assign-
ments.  

 • Re-ordering of activities: it is ben-
efi cial to ask students to prepare for 
class by listening to or reading the 
comprehension material, viewing a 
video, or brainstorming on vocabulary 
for a writing activity.  They can do this 
several times if necessary so that class 
time can be used for interaction and 
language practice, or for written ex-
pression when I can help and provide 
immediate feedback.  

 • Personal language lab:  students 
have access to skill building and 
pronunciation activities that they can 
practice for homework or according to 
individual needs.

The transparency of access to course 
materials gives students greater control 
over their learning and brings cohesive-
ness to the course work.  Students have 
progressively become more profi cient 
at accessing helpful materials indepen-
dently and consulting the dictionary 
[WordReference.com].  I have also been 
impressed that students have used their 
editing rights responsibly to add music 
and useful learning games that they have 
experimented with and found useful.

How does the program infl uence how 
my students learn? 

II.  The Product
The ways in which my students dem-
onstrate their language acquisition 
has probably been the most reward-
ing part of the process both for them 
and for me.  The good news—and bad 
news—for my students is that home-
work is no longer just homework! It 
has not been eliminated, but it is now 
tied to a skill area. Many students en-
joy learning grammar and vocabulary 
with the interactive fl ashcard pro-
gram “quizlet” [quizlet.com], but their 
mastery is measured in how they use 
them within the modes of communi-
cation: interpersonal, interpretive, and 
presentational. 

Presentational and interpersonal 
speaking:  The Rich Interactive Ac-
tivities5 developed by the Center for 
Language Education and Research 
(CLEAR) at Michigan State University 

provide the perfect practice and as-
sessment tools for these skill areas.  
Students use the Audio-Dropboxes 
and Conversation activities to make 
recordings and respond to various 
prompts and questions. These can 
refl ect the TAG questions that appear 
on YouTube of the nature “Qu’est-ce 
que tu as dans ton sac à dos/casier/ 
ta chambre?” to grammar based 
“Qu’est-ce que tu as fait hier soir?” 
It is gratifying to see students gain 
confi dence and develop the ability 
to provide more detail as the year 
progresses.  For in class interpersonal 
presentations, students use Power-
Point or Keynote that they record and 
share as QuickTime movies.  These can 
be presented before the whole class 
or in small groups and subsequently 
posted to our student work page on 
the wiki. 

For presentational writing, there are 
many choices:  students produce 
e-mails, posters, brochures, journals, 
and Glogs to chronicle their progress 
and provide evidence of their expand-
ing language acquisition.  By the end 
of the year, students have created an 
electronic portfolio containing written 
and audio presentations on the Level 
I theme “Ma Vie” under the headings:  
ma famille; mes amis et moi; ma journée 
scolaire; ma maison, mon voisinage 
et ma ville;  mes loisirs;  les fêtes et les 
vacances.  The portfolio refl ects profi -
ciency goals and provides a founda-
tion to build on at more advanced 
levels. 

While the methodology of teaching 
language continues to evolve, my pri-
mary goal and role of teaching students 
to be prepared, linguistically and cul-
turally, for the day they visit France has 
not changed. Language acquisition and 
practice are still the daily norm in my 
classroom.  However, the laptop program 
provides access to more strategies to 
equip my students and to engage them 
with 21st century skills that support their 
learning.  Increasingly, the reality is that 
my teaching and my students’ learning 
intersect and complement each other 
daily both in and out of the classroom.  
As I evaluate their progress, I must con-
stantly re-evaluate my teaching methods 
and choice of materials in light of the 
unit targets and goals. 

Middle school students are discrimi-
nating refi ners and candid critics of my 
methods and readily inform me of their 
likes and dislikes, but more pragmatically, 
of what works and doesn’t work for them 
in the learning process.  Their anecdotal 

evidence tells me they enjoy the variety 
of ways to learn and the authenticity 
the experience brings to their language 
study, but ultimately, it is the quality and 
profi ciency of their performance that 
determines the success of the program in 
our French class.  

Jill Moore
Flint Hill School (VA)
[jmoore@fl inthill.org]
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