Sample Unit Infused With Culture

Inspired by FLESFEST at CSCTFL, Milwaukee, WI, March 10, 2012

Name:  Anita Alkhas


School and Address: UW-Milwaukee, 796 Curtin Hall, Milwaukee, WI 53201 Language(s)/Grade(s):  French, university

 Title/Topic/Grade: ​ The Art of the Portrait, 6th semester class

Unit Overview:  In this first unit of a university 6th semester grammar class, students choose a portrait by a francophone artist and practice describing the portraits and the personality of the models painted, using precise art and descriptive vocabulary and present tense constructions. They then put themselves in the place of the painter and give their “models” instructions for posing for a portrait, practicing imperative, present subjunctive constructions and polite forms of address. They imagine and write a dialogue between the painter and the model, focusing their practice of question formation. Finally, students read and comment on each other’s writing and further their understanding of the paintings, painters and the art of the portrait.

	Communication Mode: (circle)
	Interpersonal

Interpretive

Presentational
	Interpersonal

Interpretive

Presentational
	Interpersonal

Interpretive

Presentational

	Performance Assessment
	Presentational writing:

Choose a portrait by a francophone artist. Create a dialogue between the artist and his model. Include a “frame” to your dialogue in the form of an introduction and conclusion that explain why the painting was painted and what makes it a successful portrait.
	Role play an artist and her/his model. Choose one of the 10 poses  drawn in stick figures. Without showing the picture to the model, the artist gives commands for the model to follow to strike the pose (the model asks for clarification). Switch roles.
	Read the compositions by your classmates and match them to the correct portrait. 


Reflection: "If you lead with culture, language will follow and so will connections, comparisons, and communities."  (FLESFEST 2012 Theme at CSCTFL)

After attending the FLESFEST sessions at CSC, it is clearer to me how to approach my task of transforming a traditional grammar class into a course with standards-based units without eliminating any of the grammar concepts and practice that are currently in the curriculum. I had the horse backwards! If I put culture first – and I have now chosen a cultural topic for each of the four units – the question becomes where do these grammatical structures naturally occur in this area of culture. Once I asked myself this question, the possibilities started flowing.  Certain aspects of the course are dictated to me – the textbook, the structures that need review or introduction, the practice of four skills. Because the textbook is not contextualized, I had organized the class for students to work with the textbook outside class and in class I have always prepared contextualized language practice, authentic materials, and differentiated assessments. Nevertheless, I did not have CONTENT other than the grammar points – culture was sprinkled here and there (in “spray and pray” fashion as Donna Clementi put it so aptly). Interestingly enough, a cultural topic presented itself for each unit almost as soon as I started looking. In each unit, there were a few activities I used regularly that were related to a specific cultural topic, even though I had never consciously thought of infusing the course with culture. My next step in Unit 1, which is now entitled “The Art of the Portrait,” which already has FOUR!! activities that were coincidentally focused on painting/fine arts, was to look at the remaining activities and see how they can be related to the unit topic. In my course packet, I will include an art glossary for unit one that I had already prepared for another class and I will include vocabulary for each of the other units. Then class activities and the presentational and interpersonal assessments for the unit will all be centered around the cultural topic. Students will not simply be studying grammar in context – itself a key goal of the course, they will leave the course with a deeper understanding of culture and its inextricable connections to language and with greater knowledge and appreciation for specific cultural phenomena.
