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BON JOUR!

By Betsy Connor Bowen

IT’S 8:15 A.M. on 2 Monday in October. Faculty, staff, and students have
been arriving at Wayne Elementary School since 7:00. By the time Mr.
Charles Hicks walks into Mrs. Susie Gravel’s kindergarten classroom, the
day is already in full swing.

At the sight of this vibrant, energetic young man carrying a guitar and a
bag of tricks, the excitement level of these sixteen five and six-year-old
children mounts almost visibly. Greeting him with words they may have
heard only from him, they reply in unison.

"Bon jour!"

The language is French, and it's fun. Mr. Hicks's arms and hands ges-
ture with every word, so it isn't hard to figure out what he's saying.

“Tournez," he says, and he turns around as he says it. The inflection in
his voice signals command, so sixteen children stand up from their chairs
and turn around.

The warmth in his voice as he praises them makes them know they're
nght. Now they know "toumez," and they know it with their bodies as well
as their minds.

Now he's telling a story. It's a story he tells with gestures as well as with
the inflection in his voice, so it's possible to learn the meaning of the words
he's using just from watching him. It's the story of Mr. Wiggle and Mr.
Waggle. "Ils montent," he says, and his thumbs go up.

"Ils montent," sixteen kindergarteners say, and their thumbs go up. It's
a story about two friends visiting each other, going up and down a hill,
walking to each other’s house.

The story has come to an end. Now Mr. Hicks pulls out his French
flag. "Le drapeau Francais," he says. He's shown them this flag before and
used the word "drapeau.” It's got to mean "flag." He points to the colors on
the flag. "Le bleu, le blanc, le rouge," he says.

He calls on Jared. "Jared, saute!"

Jared jumps up.

"Touchez le rouge!"

Jared touches something red.

"La classel Touchez le rouge!"

The whole class searches for something red to touch.
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They jump, they touch something red, they touch something blue, and
they sit down.

“Ires, tres bien!" And that means they've gotten it right, because praise
is in his voice. That's how they know that "Tres, tres bien" means "very,
very good!"

Now Mr. Hicks pulls out Jean-Luc, a hand puppet. Jean-Luc asks the
class to sing "Frere Jacques." Sixteen small voices sing along with Mr.
Hicks, and when they've finished, they say "Au revoir" to Jean-Luc.

"Touche les oreilles de Oscar, Jared," says Mr. Hicks. Oscar is a stuffed
animal, 2 small dog, and Mr. Hicks has just tossed it to Jared. Jared touches
Oscar’s ears.

"Tres bien!" says Mr. Hicks.

If as Jared touches Oscar's ears, fifteen children imagine along with
him what he ought to do before he does it, they they will be doing what Mr.
Hicks hopes they are learning to do.

They will be thinking in French.

By 8:45, when Chatles Hicks takes out his guitar, strums it and begins
singing "Au revoir, mes amis," the whole class is smiling. They know this
song, they've heard the words before, and it means "Untl we meet again,
my friends."

"We're singing bye, bye my friends," Mr. Hicks tells them as he strums.

The last strains of his guitar fade in the now quiet classroom. As they
do, not only do sixteen kindergarteners have smiles on their faces and a
new language in which they are learning to think; they have a song in their
hearts for this man who teaches them language with his whole being. It's
they way they learned their first language, English, from their own mothers
and fathers and sisters and brothers. Learning language in this way, at this
age, is the way human beings learn language fastest, easiest, and best.

"I like that song," says one of them.

"I do too," says another.

"Au revoir" says Mr. Hicks to Mrs. Gravel, and the class is over.

Bob Hunter, Wayne Elementary principal, says that in surveys of the
Wayne community asking what people wanted in the schools, foreign
language had always shown up. "We made a variety of attempts with
volunteers whenever we could, but in the last budget season, a push was
made and the question put to all of voters across the union. Wayne was the
only town where they said yes. We are in the very lucky position of having
gotten started this year."

Charles Hicks is at Wayne Elementary for a one-day-a-week equi-
valent, or two half days, teaching each of four grades, K through 3, in-






