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Perspective 1: Erin Gibbons

Whether you teach in an area of  the 
country that has easy, affordable access 
to an immersion opportunity or not, 
the DIY Immersion Night, or Soirée 
d’immersion, has the potential to become 
a touchstone event for your French 
program.
I certainly wasn’t the fi rst to have the 
idea. Living in the Chicago area, I had 
participated in a weekend immersion 
camp (Aventure Française), I have had 
several students participate in Concor-
dia Language Villages over the sum-
mer, and my local AATF chapter holds 
an Immersion Day every year. There 
was really no shortage of  opportuni-
ties, but most of  my students hadn’t 
yet bought into the idea of  extended 
immersion, and I had trouble register-
ing them for events away from school. 
So, I brought the experience to them. 
The concept was this: students from a 
variety of  levels would stay after school 
on a Friday evening until about 10 p.m. 
From there, I had only to sign them 
up and create a schedule of  events. 
The fi rst year, I did all the planning, 
registration, hosting, and entertaining 
myself, with one additional chaperone 

on hand for the evening itself. The 
planning, start to fi nish, was done in 
about three weeks. Neither of  those 
time-management techniques is recom-
mended, but I mention them simply to 
note that it’s possible to do a lot with 
a little!
Not having any French Club funds, I 
collected a $5 fee from each student, 
which allowed me to buy groceries. I 
talked to our foods teacher about bor-
rowing her classroom, got the green 
light from my administration, and 
sent a courtesy note to the custodian. 
For the fi rst year, not knowing if  I 
had additional chaperones, I capped 
the group at 25 students, reserving 
10 spots for French III or above so I 
wouldn’t end up with 25 novices blink-
ing at each other. 
For activities, I didn’t create anything 

new. I scheduled the cooking and eat-
ing, borrowed a favorite activity from 
Aventure Française (le parcours de confi ance), 
gathered board games, chose a familiar 
movie with a French audio track, made 
some song sheets, found an easy little 
folk dance, and pulled out an old TPRS 
fi le. 
Magic happened. Those cheesy activi-
ties (and the cheesy croque-monsieurs) 
worked wonders for my program. It 
was a truly joyful event, and everyone 
left having enjoyed an evening of  total 
immersion. It became “the thing” to 
look forward to every year, and the 
immeasurable, but essential enthusiasm 
for speaking French in class increased 
visibly. One of  my favorite moments 
occurred when the evening was draw-
ing to a close and the students were 
watching a movie while I made my 
notes of  what to improve for the fol-
lowing year. The principal came in to 
check on us, but I was in an adjoining 
room and he couldn’t see me. When he 
fi nally realized where I was, he told me 
it took him at least 5 minutes to fi gure 
out where I was because my students 
would not speak English to him.  (He 
also understood this as a good sign, to 
his credit.)

I ran the evening once a year from 
2011 to 2014 when I changed districts. 
I am looking forward to starting up the 
event at my new school soon. With the 
help of  my friend and colleague Elaine 
Diveley, who quickly caught on to the 
idea, we developed a presentation for 
our state language conference and a 
website to spread this idea to other 
teachers. All our tips, multimedia, and 
materials can be found at [sites.google.
com/site/diyimmersionnight ]. 
I know that Elaine and several other 
teachers in my area have developed 
this idea in a way that works for them, 
sometimes making use of  AATF Small 
Grants to reduce the fi nancial com-
mitment. It even reached across the 
country to Montana Stephanie Hill, a 
fellow St. Norbert alum.

Perspective 2: Stephanie Hill

I am never one to shy away from a new 
idea, especially if  it means providing 
my French students with authentic 
audiences and a unique experience. 
After seeing the success that Erin 
and my friend and former colleague 
Andrea Behn found through their 
immersion nights, I was eager to try 
it in my own district. Now, any sane 
person would use Erin and Elaine’s 
comprehensive website to create an 
evening very similar to theirs. It was 
immensely successful, and the website 
had everything we needed and more. 
My cross-district colleague (and part-
ner in crime) Patty Hodges and I had 
an even crazier idea...why not combine 
our two schools, invite 70 kids instead 
of  25, stretch the duration to seven 
hours, and make it a crosstown French 
spectacular? Bien sûr!
With Erin and Elaine’s format as our 
guide, we spent six months planning 
and plotting an evening that included a 
traditional three course dinner, fenc-
ing, replicating Monet artwork, yoga, a 
blindfolded trust walk, trivia competi-
tion, pétanque, henna designs, learning 
French dances, etc. Since there were 

four teachers from two high schools 
attempting to collaborate, the extra 
time helped us work out all the details. 
As the fi rst French immersion night 
experience (that we knew of) in the 
state, we wanted to make sure that it 
was done right and done well. As Erin 
mentioned, most of  the activities that 
we incorporated that fi rst year were 
ones that we had done before in class 
or had deep in our classroom closets. 
Things were borrowed, favors cashed 
in, and our student aides worked 
double time to help us create our “im-
mersion night on steroids.” 
At fi rst the students were hesitant 
about the idea. They are, after all, 
teenagers,  and change is scary. They 
asked the typical questions, “Madame, 
is it in French the WHOLE TIME?” 
and “But Madame, what if  (insert scary 
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scenarios like fi re/dismemberment/
zombie attacks) happens? THEN can 
I speak in English?” Yes to the fi rst, 
and only if  the zombies attack dur-
ing craft time. We found out quickly 
how to make their curiosity work in 
our favor. Trust me, teenagers will eat 
up any activity that you (1) present 
enthusiastically every single day for two 
months, (2) keep vague and mysterious 
so they have to attend to fi nd out what 
all the hubbub was about, and (3) have 
a limited number of  spots. We fi lled all 
70 spots within the fi rst week. 
At its roots, La Soirée d’Immersion was 
very similar to Elaine and Erin’s origi-
nal format. However, we did add some 
new twists. We created silly T-shirts 
that we sold at cost for participants, 
used a professional photographer 
(my wedding photographer agreed to 
photograph the kids instead of  taking 
my engagement photos), designed a 
photo booth and used clever hashtags, 
and we invited French teachers from 
our middle school, our alumni, and our 
French-speaking friends to serve as 
chaperones. To help keep our students 
in French, we turned the evening into a 
competition that also reinforced posi-
tive behavior and “extreme Frenchi-
ness.” The last 15 minutes of  La Soiree 
d’Immersion is an award ceremony 
complete with golden baguettes and our 
infamous traveling mustache trophy. 
We are now entering our third year of  
La Soirée d’Immersion, and I’m looking 
forward to it becoming easier and eas-
ier every year. I begin each school year 
letting students know the event date so 
calendars are marked and bosses are 
alerted. To miss La Soirée d’Immersion, 
as one student put it, means “missing 
THE Frenchiest event of  the season.”
One mistake I made was underesti-
mating its impact on my program. 
This was not just another opportunity 
for my students to practice speaking, 
listening, and reading French. It was 
not just to showcase the strength of  
our programs to my administration and 
community. And it wasn’t just to have 
a lot of  fun during a snowy Montana 
winter evening. La Soirée d’Immersion 
has given my students the confi dence 
to take risks, to be vulnerable, and to 
trust others. It showed them the power 
of  language and its ability to form im-

mediate connections with others, even 
if  you might not know their names or 
follow their Instagram. My students 
learned how to be kind and patient, 
and above all else, be aware of  other’s 
needs before their own. These seven 
hours have become a signature event 
of  my program, but it has also become 
an important event in students’ devel-
opment as global citizens.
My advice? Find a friend or two willing 
(or crazy) enough to join you in your 
planning, take your time, and have a 
lot of  fun. Believe me when I say that 
Erin and Elaine’s website truly takes 
all the guesswork out of  it. If  you’d 

like to see photos from my events, feel 
free and check out my website [http://
ghsfrenchprogram.weebly.com/la-soi 
reacutee-dimmersion.html] or if  you’d 
like access to our shared immersion 
documents, my email address is [hills@
sd5.k12.mt.us]. Bon courage and happy 
planning!
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