Tips for practice

We have 25 years of experience practicing with kids, from 1980 to 2005, and almost as 
many years judging. We have judged, and still judge, every level of French from preliminary to final rounds. We have judged together and separately in every event except instrumental solo and group, vocal group and, vocal solo beyond prelims. Since we retired and no longer have students in the competition, we have been very involved with the live rounds of the BAC. Our school won 8 sweepstakes trophies in a row (for the top 10 schools overall), the highest being 2nd place. There may have been more before our ‘streak’ - I don’t remember anymore.
We began after-school-only practice right after Christmas break for about 90 minutes/day but, would stay as long as they would. We wanted them to come at least once a week per event. We just couldn’t manage before school and still do everything else so decided against it. We refused to use class time. Of course, we didn’t do as well as some other schools but that’s all the time we would devote to it. This is also when we made most of the recordings as we couldn’t seem to get the kids to come in before the break. M-W-F was for all but drama group which we tried to do Tu and/or Th. I say tried because it was HARD to get all of them in at the same time! In fact, when we switched to A/B blocking it got even harder to get them to come in. In the end, as I said in the file with the poems, our practice saw most (75%+) of the kids advance to semi-finals in oral events, about half of those to finals and a lot fewer winners – but we were OK with it. No matter what you do, you’ll find that some students you thought were excellent, don’t advance and you‘ll be surprised by some that do. It’s hard to accept and disappointing but that’s the reality of it – so prepare yourself – and your kids.
Our Required Events

We required that any student attending participate in all of the written tests and at least a poetry, prose, guided speaking, or sight reading event for which you are allowed 4 participants per level. We decided who did which oral event based on our opinion of their strengths. If we hadn’t done that no one would have signed up for the ‘dreaded’ guided speaking! Drama solo can only have one entrant per level and we tried to get a drama student to do that.  We tried to encourage the best kids to participate in drama group but a lot of that depended on who could meet on a regular basis to practice. We took about 8 students per level. We had good practice routines for poetry, prose and drama. The rest was fly-by-night.
We had recordings for poetry, prose and drama solo, sometimes drama group. We started doing this on an individual basis then realized we could save them (duh!). We started recording cassettes w/multiple pieces but it took us a while to realize that poetry should go together so should prose, etc (another duh!). Fortunately we had enough sense to write the titles of the pieces on the cassettes! We did have a few cassettes of professionally recorded pieces which we also used. But, to help the kids practice we recorded one version at regular speed followed by another with pauses to repeat. We found it hard to create a paused version w/the pre-recorded stuff so did it ourselves.  You may have better luck than we did. Whenever we could we tried to get a francophone to record for us but unless they were also language teachers it usually didn’t work out t well – too fast and not clear enough.

We used the cheapest, shortest audio cassettes we could find so we didn’t have to bother to collect them or to get the kids to bring one in. Our last year to attend, 2005, found many kids w/no cassette players so we were going to have to switch to CDs etc. Due to circumstances, we never had to  (.
Poetry, Prose, Drama Solo
First and foremost – go to the Symposium web site (www.texasfrenchsymposium.org) and 

Get copies of the ballots for each event. This will give to you an idea of what to aim for.

We had many choices because we wanted the kids to like what they were doing. We did try to limit
pieces to certain levels. For example we would use Déjeuner du Matin for 1 or 2, La Ballade des 
Pendus in 5. Of course there were exceptions, mostly if a kid wanted to do something we 
considered above-level. You may get a comment from a judge if they think the piece was too easy!

In fact, Jim and I have made that same comment as judges. 

We also tried to have each of the entries for a category (typically 4 per level) do a different piece. 
They often ended up competing against each other and even though this happens in semis and 

finals anyway, this made them feel better about it.
Get as many upper level kids to help you as possible. If you can match up an older one who did 

a certain poem, for example, with a younger one now doing it – that’s perfect! But they can all help 
each other. If you have as many kids as we did (we always started w/the max of 40), you just can’t 
get to all of them on any given day. They have to understand this and be patient. We always tried 
the ‘first come, first served’ rule. It’s also a good idea to have some kind of sign-in sheet. This is 
particularly helpful for following years so you can track who came, how often, for how long and how 
did they do? French Club officers and/or Symposium enthusiasts are good for this task. We always 
had extra cassette players around so that, if nothing else, they could practice with their tape

because sometime they came, knowing that we couldn’t work with them, just to listen to their 
recordings. Nowadays, they all have seem to have their own devices constantly with them, so you 
probably don’t need to get anything extra.. 
First we would think of the students when we went through the pieces. We had each category in a separate file box and each piece in a labeled folder. After a while you become familiar with the pieces you have so don’t have to spend much time doing this. Then we would get with the student and suggest 3 or 4. If none of those were OK, then we’d go to 3-4 more, etc. Too many choices were overwhelming as they really didn’t know what they liked especially at the lower levels.
Once they picked a piece we would give a rough translation. We had some things from dual-language books or that had been decently translated in to English (you know what I mean!), but most we had to do right then – this took time. Every couple of years, right after Symposium when enthusiasm was still high, an upper level student would suggest that they write up translations so we could give them to the students and save our (teacher) time. Bonne idée! - never happened. 

Then we’d find the beginning of the piece on the cassette and have them dub it. It was faster and easier for us to find the selection than for any of them. Maybe if you had students who had done particular pieces in previous years, they could find it. We never thought of that! On a CD it would be easier to find a track - I think. Then could they put it on an I-Pod? Je n’ai aucune idée! 
Finally, we’d have the students make a file folder with their name and level. We had small hanging file boxes we could use for this. We’d put multiple copies of their pieces in it and write down all the student’s events. That way we didn’t have to go hunting for anything when they came to practice. We made new folders for the competition as some of them liked to use the same starting folder from year to year.  

We’d try to get all this done on the same afternoon. We found that if we didn’t, it seemed to take 10 times longer!
Next time, if we needed to, we’d go over the meaning again. BTW – we, student and teacher, each had a copy of the piece. Then, we had them do a warm-up of all the vowels: a-e-i-o-u and added /y/, three times in a row, then take a deep breath. I learned that when I did drama in grad school. You can also add ba-be-bi…da-de…etc. It was a good kind of pep cheer that we also used on the bus on the way to the competition. Silly, I know. Did it help pronunciation? I don’t know. But it was a good way to build group/team unity. Some years they even made it into a conga line in my room: a-e-i-o-u-Y! Also silly – but I loved it!  

We then read the whole piece to the student. Then we broke it down into phrases and had the student repeat. We didn’t correct at this point but noted on our copy. Both of us know a lot of phonetic notation so we could write what they actually said but anything you can do will help. Then we went over it with the student, correcting this time. Most will be horrified at their results! But tell them that you are being SUPER strict because they well be up again THE BEST – all true.
Depending on the number of students who showed up that day, maybe we did it again or had an upper level student take the copy we used to work with a lower level kid. Have the student mark the errors on his/her copy and use whatever ‘phonetics’ will help.

The time after that – use the copy you marked, but use a different color so you can see if the student is making the same mistakes. It’s an idea to date the copy so you can easily see how often the student is comes to practice. But as in many things, it may not matter how often someone comes – sometimes a kid who hardly ever comes wins something and one that came every, single day doesn’t even get to semi-finals. Another thing to prepare yourself for - to be ready to comfort that hard-working kid who gets nowhere. The most frustrating thing is that you’ll never know why the student didn’t advance.  We had students with excellent pronunciation get nowhere while some that were mediocre at best, get to finals! We’ve judged every level of French, in every event from prelims to finals so we know what the kids are like and still can’t explain it.
Future sessions – do the same thing. You’ll probably notice that as the students improves, you see errors you hadn’t noticed. This is a good sign so be sure to tell that to the student! Sometimes they get discouraged when what seems like a new error pops up when it was really there all along - you just didn’t pick up on it. 

 Memorizing pieces – poetry and drama have to be memorized. Once you feel that no more progress can be made with pronunciation, have them memorize a little at a time. Our feeling was that if they memorized too early, errors would be impossible to fix. On the other hand, if they wait until the night before (as some do), they’ll fall apart in front of a judge. We see that every time we judge. Drama solo should probably be memorized sooner as they have to incorporate gestures and the like.
Special notes about Drama Group – we did basically the same thing for pronunciation. The first few times we just had them read their parts, no action. Then we added action and still let them read. We tried to get them to memorize sooner as there was more involved in staging and tried not to interrupt them as they were going through the lines. Instead, we waited until they were done to correct. Memorization seemed easier than for the others because the lines were usually short. In the advanced level (3+), some could actually ad-lib if they forgot something. If you can get a drama teacher to look at your staging, it can really help. Assure them they don’t have to know any French, just theater.
Guided Speaking
We used the transparencies and line drawings from the textbooks, Allez,viens! and even Ven commigo! for levels 1-3 and the line drawings from Connaissances et réaction’s teacher test manual for 4 & 5 for whom we also used AP practice materials. Anything else you can find is good because you never know what they’ll get. We don’t know where the actual drawings come from and never looked into it because we felt that was, and still is, unethical.
To practice the first few times, we let the kids pick something, gave them time took look it, without writing anything down, but allowed them to use a book. Even level 1 was used to doing this because we did the same thing for the chapter exams (no books allowed then bien sûr!) Then we proceeded like for AP practice – think of nouns, then verbs, then adjectives etc. After they told us all they could, we made suggestions - you could have named the person, used an adjective, etc. We corrected big grammar and pronunciation errors, especially grammar.

After 2 or 3 times we didn’t let them use any books. As we got closer to the contest we did it by Symposium rules – 2 minutes to think, 3 to talk. This is HARD for level 1 and most in 2. None of our students liked it. Many got to semis though and often half of them to finals. Once in a while we had a winner. They were never pleased to advance but sometimes did because others kids in the section chickened out and never showed up! So tell them to GO!
Upper level kids can help the lower levels but not as much as in poetry, etc.

Sight Reading
This was our worst preparation, because we never figured out what to do and again, never investigated the origin of the pieces.

At first, we’d pick something out of their textbook, let them have as long as they wanted to look at it and even ask the other kids in the room for help. Then they’d read, and we’d do like for poetry only we never made copies of the pieces to mark, just used another paper for notes. We used a new piece each time and went further in the book and up to the next level at least. 

Again, upper level kids can help some.

Written exams

We had all the kids take all of them – you never know. I think everyone does for the most part. Way back when, before we went to A/B block and it got even harder to get them to come in, we’d have them practice with old exams. We’d have one student, who had the answers, quiz them aloud. Next time or for the next exam, they’d switch roles. We could do this for all but listening comp. 
Once we switched to blocking we basically gave up on the exams due to  lack of time. (I also had to give up my once a week ‘civ’ days in AP4 and AP 5 due to loss of time. When we did that once a week, we did really well in the civ test!). We paid for it by no longer getting enough points to be in the top10 for sweepstakes - but that’s the ways it was. We just could only devote a certain amount of time to Symposium and stay relatively sane.  Some schools do take the opposite point of view from us and concentrate on the exams instead of the oral events. A benefit of that is there can be ties, which are forbidden elsewhere.  If you can do all of it, more power to you! We couldn’t. If you have some clever computer-types, they might be able to put all of the tests  together for practice. 
We kept trying to get the kids we’d picked for BAC to practice with the tests but it was a losing battle. The years we won the BAC we had one student take the responsibility for all of it. This is because when one of our boys was a freshman, they only got to semis and he didn’t like it. So the next year he organized the BAC team and got them to 2nd. The following two years, they got to 1st ! Never happened since. 
Our Optional events
Any students who wanted to try these was welcome to, up to the Symposium entry limits, as long as they also did at least one of the required oral events! I know some schools bring kids just do these. We never seemed to have the extra room to bring them but always seemed to have kids in them. When there were too many for a category, we gave upper classmen first shot at it. 
Vocal Music
 Solos: I could help with pronunciation – one syllable per note – but could do nothing to help them sing.  Many of them also participated in UIL so the choir teacher would help. As a word of advice, try to avoid the current French selections from UIL. They get overdone and the competition is FIERCE when so many do the same thing.

Same for groups - I could make a tape for pronunciation but you need a choir kid to organize the practices. When we could get a good choir kid to organize it, we’d place.

An important FYI – they MUST have the sheet music as well as the lyrics or they will be disqualified! I cannot tell you how often I saw and still see this in prelims! It breaks my heart to have to disqualify a beautiful singer, but I do.
Instrumental Music   
Neither of us could do anything to help. We had to rely on the good graces of the band director (hard to get) or the kids, especially for the group. Since this was a secondary thing for us we often had an odd combination of musicians in the group but they always managed to come up with something. Practices were haphazard. Once, the only practice of the entire group was on the bus en route – Bolero from Austin to San Antonio!  And another time the only group practice was in the hotel right before we went – and they placed both times! But they were really good musicians so we usually advanced – thanks to the band and orchestra folks. 
Art

Be sure to adhere to the guidelines! Many good works are disqualified because of this. And speaking as someone who often judges art – it’s fine for an art teacher to help or even for student to enter something done for art class. But PLEASE avoid re-working an already finished piece to make it fit a French theme. We see this every year. Most are so obvious that the work is not even considered. As an artist myself, I find these works painful to look at and am embarrassed for the student-artist who submitted it.

Soccer 
In our opinion, this was basically a fun time-filler for students who had been eliminated and no longer had much to do. They loved it but we stopped entering a while back because we actually had a kid miss FINALS because he was out back playing soccer (when our school hosted, for heaven’s sake!)!!! These days, they all seem to come equipped with some kind of electronic device so always have something to do and shouldn’t miss soccer if that is your choice.
Last words – Yes, this is a lot of work. So decide what you can handle. It’s up to you to settle on what will satisfy you. They all want to win but they all won’t commit to the time it takes to do it. Don’t go crazy trying to accommodate them. But in the end, we found that practicing for and going to Symposium added so much to our French program.

· It gave kids a group to belong to. We think that was important for all the kids but especially important for those that didn’t do anything but French stuff. The esprit de corps it created – between students, teachers, parents and even the other teachers who helped us  –  was worth a million bucks!
· It gave confidence and boosted the self esteem of lots of kids – us too! I made sure to have their results announced, for several days, on the PA.  I posted large signs in the hall outside our rooms to announce their achievements. I cannot tell you how many of them brought their friends by to see their names on the wall! I also contacted the school paper, local (Round Rock) paper as well as the Austin American-Statesman to see what I could get published. I you can get someone to take photos at Symposium, I bet someone will publish them. We had them in the yearbook as well as in the paper/s.
· It made French more visible – and you all know how important that is! This was basically our one chance to put French students in the limelight and we certainly took advantage of it!
· It gave continuity to our program. Symposium was a ‘tradition’ they felt obligated to

carry on. Since this also meant they continued to take French, we loved it! 
· It increased retention. For 2005-06, my ‘last;’ year, but one I never got to because of my illness – we had 20 kids registered for level 5 and 25 for level 4 - over 200 kids in French in a school of <2000! Pas mal, je pense. I know it was not all due to Symposium but I know that Symposium helped.
