
B. Related language learning and cultural experiences 
 
 

In 2014 from January to mid-May I taught French to K/1 students as an Independent 

Study with my French Professor, Mme. Hillery Haney at Grand Rapids Community College. We 

worked to create a lesson plan each week to build the students French skills. We focused on 

greetings, colors, clothing, numbers and the students performed the song “Alouette” in front of 

the whole school. After each session we would have a debriefing session to discuss strategy and 

give feedback. We ended the Independent Study in May because I participated in a ‘Study Away’ 

program in Morocco the summer of 2014. We spent one week in class before the trip to study the 

Francophone Culture in Morocco and learn about the unique cultural norms. After we traveled to 

Morocco for two weeks and traveled around the country — staying in metropolitan and rural 

areas. This was the first time I was able to speak French with native speakers. In Morocco I 

developed confidence speaking French that is still instilled within me today. While in Morocco 

we each compiled research on predetermined subjects and kept journals. When we returned we 

presented our findings to an audience and wrote a research paper reflecting on our experiences. 

My true passion lies within the Francophone population, particularly Post-Colonized 

Africa and the Middle East. In March 2015 a refugee family from the Democratic Republic of 

Congo was placed by social services across the street from me and we immediately bonded in 

our common language, French. The Atembo family came to Grand Rapids after 18 years in a 

refugee camp in Tanzania and they were eager to share their stores with me. We spent the 

summer together and I became an unofficial neighborhood advocate — helping translate various 

documents, adjusting to our neighborhood and most importantly working on their english skills. I 



began volunteering with the West Michigan Refugee Education and Cultural Center as the head 

English teacher over the summer of 2015. Monday through Thursday I took the Atembo children 

to the refugee center for the summer ELL program. Many of my students were from francophone 

countries and I used French everyday to help explain concepts, rules and preparatory skills. I 

hope to continue working with the Francophone population in my career. 

 
 

C. How would this scholarship enhance your educational opportunities in French studies? 
 
 
 

I am seeking the Grand Rapids Alliance Française Scholarship to support intensive 

language study in Pau during Summer 2016. Spending 5 weeks in Pau, a small village 50 

kilometers north of the Spanish border, will play a pivotal role in improving my French language 

skills. This improvement therefore will equip me to more effectively communicate with and 

understand the cultures that I love. Due to France’s long history of colonization and 

decolonization in Africa and the Middle East, many refugees speak French and often go to 

France because there is less of a language barrier. Understanding French language and culture 

deeply will help me comprehend and become more empathetic to some of the cultural 

differences/problems that refugees may face when traveling to France. I chose the USAC 

program in Pau because I seek an experience to dramatically and rapidly enhance my language 

skills and cultural competency. USAC offers a homestay option that will facilitate total cultural 

immersion, while offering me exposure to the insider knowledge that only a local family can 

provide. 



My short term goal is to fully immerse myself in the culture of southern France in order 

to truly experience life as a french student during my stay. This program will aid me in achieving 

my long-term goals also, allowing me to connect with the Francophile population that is fleeing 

their own country and seeking a new life in France. Spending time in this border-region will 

place me on the front lines of the refugee crisis now profoundly impacting French society. France 

is a core example of how very polar opposite cultures co-exist and embrace change while 

evolving together. This is the most important aspect of my undergraduate in French and Arabic 

studies. 

French has been considered the Lingua-Franca, or “ linking" language in the Western and 

Atlantic worlds. As a result, French often serves as the common language amongst people who 

would not typically be able to communicate. For example, my Congolese neighbors who do not 

speak English, but only speak local dialects and French. Mr. Atembo confessed his delight at 

finding a Francophone friend, with whom he can express himself in his native tongue. Though 

the Atembo family speaks five languages, they have difficulty expressing themselves in their 

new home. My French skills proved be crucial to our communication-- and I am considered to be 

a part of their tribe. 

These relationships are most prized possessions-- because they are illustrative of exactly 

what I seek to do with my life. When I complete my undergraduate degree in French Linguistics 

and my minors in Arabic Language and Middle Eastern Studies I plan to continue working with 

refugee, particularly Francophone, populations. In the previous half-century, millions of 

Francophone Africans have become displaced or been made refugees due to conflict in their 

homelands, leading them to seek asylum, principally in Europe or North America. My long-term 



goal is to provide educational services and humanitarian aid to displaced persons in the 

Francophone world. My shorter-term dream is to serve as a Fulbright English Teaching Assistant 

in North Africa, before seeking employment with an NGO, the UN or another refugee service 

organization working in the Mediterranean world, namely France, North Africa and the Middle 

East. Other American students study abroad in France with dreams of eating baguettes, touring 

the Louvre and climbing the Eiffel Tower. While French food is incredible and the historical 

monuments awe-inspiring and deserving of respect, I want to study in France to perfect my 

French proficiency in service of a career serving de-colonized Francophone populations. This 

goal is attainable only through immersive study abroad, which will permit me to hone my 

language skills while gaining new perspectives by leaving my home culture and comfort zone. 


