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Reflections on Teaching: The Science of 
Showing Off 
by Wade Edwards, TA, Department of French 
 
In the French Department, new TAs 
traditionally take an introductory course on 
foreign language pedagogy in which we discuss 
the vicissitudes of teaching, discern some 
strategies for dealing with weekly crises, and 
worry about what to wear. As part of our final 
project, we compile a teaching portfolio: a 
collection of critiqued lessons and exercises and 
quizzes, as well as some thoughts about our 
own teaching style. The goal of the course and 
the portfolio is to have us think seriously, at the 
start of our careers, about how we teach. Do we 
tailor our methods to match our students' 
particular moods? Can we devise snappy 
composition topics that will make a student 
happy to write? Can we convey to our students 
that learning French is about more than 
ordering baguettes and brie and asking for 
directions from the bookstore to the train 
station? 
 A less emphasized aspect of the course, but 
one equally as important, is the directive to 
think about why we teach. Indeed, it is a 
challenge well worth some honest reflection. 
Now in my fourth year as a instructor of 
beginning and intermediate French, I've come to 
realize that I teach for selfish reasons. I teach for 
the intoxicating high that inevitably follows a 
well-paced, well-organized language class. I 
teach for that moment of epiphany when, at 
semester's end, my students ask how they can 
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Word games and role plays have become for me 
effective teaching tools, as have tension and 
dread. The trick, then, is to steal ideas from 
colleagues with varying temperaments and a 
wide range of teaching styles. If I've learned 
anything as a teacher, it's that the science of 
showing off demands little selectivity. Every 
colleague is my personal orchard, ripe and 
awaiting harvest. 
 The nature of my discipline requires that I 
teach students how to form a coherent thought 
in a foreign language. I have a professional 
responsibility to monitor their choice of words, 
their accent, the way they conjugate verbs. In a 
larger sense, however, teaching a language is 
about allowing people to question their 
experiences, to wonder about things they take 
for granted, to think about the mechanics of 
words and how they limit and liberate our 
perception of the world. Though I have no 
delusions of grandeur, I do understand that 
helping people acquire a new language is really 
about helping them form new habits and new 
outlooks. It's about teaching them how to pilfer 
accents and pet phrases and philosophies of life. 
And since we live our life in language, we live 
better when we understand more than one. 
 Why I teach, then, determines how I teach. 
Vainglory helps me find fresh ideas and vanity 
keeps me from embarrassing myself. My 
students, who come to me as trustworthy 
citizens governed by a code of honor, are, I 
hope, all the better for it. 
 
TRC NOTE: If you're persuaded by Wade's 
reasoning, consider joining the TRC Mutual 
Classroom Observations, described on the 
Announcements page, or setting up depart-
mental TA observations. 
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