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French Immersion "au bord de la mer" 
Creates New Community
Start with a core group of  talented, 
devoted, and experienced volunteer 
French immersion instructors. Place 
them in a beautiful, isolated, rustic 
seaside setting on the coast of  Maine at 
the end of  September. Make sure there 
is a big comfortable lodge with a fi re-
place and a well-equipped, bright and 
modern kitchen. Add about 45 willing 
and enthusiastic participants of  varying 
ages, walks of  life, and levels of  French 
language profi ciency. Stir in donations 
from local farmers, gardeners, and 
food producers. Warm the scene with 
a variety of  fun and relaxing activities 
designed both to awaken the senses and 
increase the comfort level of  the par-
ticipants, and voilà: a new Francophone 
community is formed!
From Friday evening until Sunday 
morning, a new French-speaking com-
munity sprang up at the University 
of  Maine's Blueberry Cove Camp in 
Tenants Harbor. This was the 7th annual 
collaboration between sponsor Penob-
scot Language School, Program Coor-
dinator Julia Schulz, and Chelsea Ray, 
University of  Maine-Augusta (UMA). 
Other support came from an AATF 
Small Grant and scholarships provided 
by the Maine AATF Chapter, French 
at UMA, and the University of  Maine-
Orono Modern Languages Depart-

ment. In-kind contribution of  food 
came from local producers, other local 
farmers and gardeners, grocery stores, 
businesses, and the instructors. 
The weekend language camp immer-
sion concept was begun at Penobscot 
School in 1991 and has been held in 
various rustic locations over the years in 
Spanish, German, Chinese, in addition 
to French.
Among the 60 in attendance this year 
(see photo above) were fi ve high school 
students from Maine and Massachu-
setts; nine full-time university students 
from UMAugusta, UMOrono, and 
UMFarmington, at least three of  whom 
are training to become French teach-
ers; three French students from the 
Université de Bretagne Occidentale who 
are spending a year studying at UMA; 
seven French teachers, including two 
who brought along their young bilin-
gual daughters; adult French language 
enthusiasts (18 altogether, aged 21 to 
69); seven volunteer instructors and one 
volunteer chef; and special invited guest 
presenters, including Master Caller and 
musician Cindy LaRock and her troupe 
of  French-Canadian/Franco-American 
folk musicians. Half  of  the group had 
already participated in at least one previ-
ous French immersion weekend.
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An outside observer would have been 
hard pressed to identify the "teach-
ers" and the "students" in this mixed 
and informally organized community. 
High schoolers helped adults with 
vocabulary and grammar; a French 
teacher and an adult learner co-taught 
a workshop on knitting. A high school 
senior played penny whistle with the 
band. Long-time instructor Charles 
Hicks used the 4-H Earth Connections 
curriculum (which he had translated 
into French) to explore ecology and 
animal habitats. He also played "le 
frisbee ultime" and supervised the 
creation of  croissants, freshly baked 
for Sunday breakfast. An adult student 
instructed in basic rhythms and dance 
steps of  North African folklore.  A 
veteran Maine French teacher and a 
new Mainer teamed up to present their 
experiences living in Côte d'Ivoire and 
Djibouti.
During these activities and many 
others, participants were doing much 
more than practicing French. They 
were meeting across generations, shar-
ing and helping each other, and giving 
encouragement as each gained the 
confi dence to speak. French teach-
ers and would-be teachers compared 
notes and exchanged ideas for lessons 
and immersion teaching and learn-
ing strategies. Teachers attending with 
their students exposed the students 
to "daily life" language and culture of  
French-speaking societies outside the 
classroom. In the specifi c case of  Pro-
fessor Ray, a bond was created among 
students on campus and distance learn-
ers as well as with the visiting exchange 
students from France. Everyone 
explored new 
and unfamil-
iar aspects of  
North Ameri-
can French 
culture and 
the cultures 
of  the greater 
Francophone 
world.
An infor-
mal survey 
showed which 
activities 
participants 
enjoyed for 

the very fi rst time at this French im-
mersion weekend: making (and eating) 
galettes bretonnes, singing French sea 
shanties, playing pétanque; preparing 
croissants from scratch, dancing North 
African style, learning to knit, folk-
dancing to French-Canadian music, 
playing Mölkky (a popular beach 
game), performing in a puppet show in 
French.
And what else do participants gain as a 
result of  joining this community? One 
adult summed it up this way: 

C'était merveilleux! Avant le week-
end, j'avais peur de parler avec les 
francophones. Mais maintenant, j'ai la 
confi ance, bien que je sache que je ferai 
les erreurs. Cette semaine, j'ai téléphoné 
à un hôtel à Québec et j'ai fait les 
réservations EN FRANÇAIS! 

The secret ingredient to this successful 
weekend is the participants themselves, 
who bring their openness and curiosity, 
their sense of  humor, and their love of  
the French language. Those who return 
year after year do so because of  the 
fun activities, new opportunities for 
learning, great food, and the chance to 
meet wonderful, like-minded people.
For more information about Le 
Français au bord de la mer, contact Julia 
Schulz [julias@languagerevival.com], 
Chelsea Ray [chelsea.d.ray@maine.
edu], or Joan LeMole, Executive Direc-
tor of  Penobscot Language School 
[joan@penobscot.us]. Find us on 
Facebook at: [https://www.facebook.
com/2016immersion].

Julia Schulz
Program Coordinator


