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Chapter 3

Preparing Graduate Students to Teach: The Role
of Literature Faculty

Todd W. Reeser, University of Pittsburgh

The 2007 Modern Language Association (MLA) Report called for a restructuring of
graduate studies to correspond to related shifts in undergraduate foreign language
(FL) programs. Graduate professional development, according to the document,
should focus on providing students “substantive training in language teaching
and in the use of new technologies in addition to cultivating extensive disciplinary
knowledge” (p. 7). Indeed, faculty in most collegiate FL departments tend to think
of these two aspects of graduate training as the two most essential ones, with lan-
guage teaching (including use of technology) under the supervision of a language
program director, a coordinator, or a specialist in linguistics or second language
acquisition (SLA), and disciplinary knowledge under the supervision of scholars in
literature, linguistics, theory, or culture.

Taking the 2007 MLA Report’s wording of “language teaching” to include
all levels of the undergraduate FL curriculum, I would like to consider not how
graduate language programs can provide substantive training in teaching in
addition to cultivating extensive disciplinary knowledge, since teaching and
disciplinary knowledge are never discrete elements in a language program. Rather,
as director of French Graduate Studies in a literature- and culture-focused Ph.D.
program and as a scholar—teacher who publishes primarily in literature but has
also published in pedagogy, I would like to reflect here on how this traditional
opposition can be destabilized, how teacher training and disciplinary knowledge
can be placed into recurring and productive dialogue in FL departments with a
literature—culture focus. Viewing teaching as closely connected to content assumes
that the long-term needs of graduate students should be key to graduate education
that helps prepare them for what they might actually do as scholar—teachers later
in their professional lives. At bottom, the question to which I am responding is the
following: What would the implications be for graduate programs—and particu-
larly for so-called “literature faculty”—if teacher training and disciplinary knowl-
edge were treated as intersecting components of graduate studies? I am especially
interested in teaching at the advanced levels (third year and beyond), whether in
courses organized by theme, geography, time period, or linguistic modality. In the
first half of this piece, I discuss this issue along with some general ideas for dealing
with it, and in the second half of the chapter, I turn to a case study in how I have
attempted to dovetail training in teaching literature and disciplinary knowledge
within the context of a graduate seminar on a specific writer in the French literary
canon. My case study is meant to serve as a model for how literature faculty can

45
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46 Topp W. REESER

adapt their expertise in literature or culture, and participate in graduate teacher
training in a collegiate FL program.

This kind of dialogue, in my view, is one element of a much larger question of
how to destabilize the traditionally discrete elements of the preprofessional life of
a graduate student, including teaching (elementary through third-year courses),
participating in pedagogy/SLA seminars, conducting research in literary/cultural
studies, completing theses and dissertations, and becoming familiar with critical/
literary theory. As is widely known, various programmatic divides result when
these elements are treated in isolation, and those divides in turn reinforce the
discrete nature of those elements. Faculty might consider graduate teaching
separate from undergraduate teaching, and teaching language might be viewed
by graduate faculty as unconnected from teaching literature. Further, pedagogy
courses may not be seen as relevant to teaching at the advanced level. That
graduate teaching in literature and culture might have a relation to elementary
language teaching is almost unthinkable to many. Faculty teaching grad seminars
in literature or culture might perceive attention to teaching as time taken away
from the real content of a graduate program. Critical theory might be seen as the
height of intellectualism and thus disconnected from the undergraduate language
classroom. Conversely, faculty whose work focuses primarily on linguistics or SLA
might not view published work in literary or cultural studies in a way that informs
teaching or teacher training. Similarly, literature faculty might not consider it
important to read professional books or articles on teaching, while nonliterature
faculty might not read literary or cultural criticism and theory. And perhaps most
unfortunately of all, those two groups of academics might not exchange ideas
about how their work is or can be related or connected.

Toward Academic Dialogue

As I have the administrative responsibility of pairing graduate students teaching
third-year courses (e.g., Introduction to Literature, Conversation, Composition,
France in the Twenty-First Century) with appropriate faculty mentors to su-
pervise their teaching in these courses, I frequently reflect on how best to help
students train to teach at that level. When I meet with the students that I myself
am mentoring, I ask them how they plan to adapt the communicative approach in
which they have been trained to the more advanced course. Because few gradu-
ate students have ever even thought about the question, I tend to ask them more
specific questions, such as: How do techniques of teaching reading in first-year
French relate to Moliere, Flaubert, or Baudelaire? How do you plan to exploit au-
thentic media without losing students linguistically? How will you make language
an explicit object of study when teaching a content-based course? In addition,
I also ask what approaches in literary or cultural theory they will incorporate in
what may be an undergraduate’s first literature or culture course, and how they
plan to adapt them to the level taught. How, for example, can the French sociolo-
gist Pierre Bourdieu’s notion that culture is defined by contention be factored in
to a course on France today? Or how can Judith Butler’s theories of gender as per-
formative be incorporated into undergraduates’ study of literary texts by women or
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PREPARING GRADUATE STUDENTS TO TEACH: THE ROLE OF LITERATURE FACULTY 47

queer writers? When conducting job search seminars, I invite advanced Ph.D. stu-
dents to consider their future career dialogically by asking them questions such
as: How are your experiences in literature, theory, and pedagogy related? How can
your dissertation be explained to an undergraduate interested in French studies?
How can French theory be brought to bear on undergraduate studies? Ultimately,
I aim to help students think about how they might view their graduate experience
holistically and articulate how its various components can be productively placed
in dialogue with each other. In my experience, students often have a difficult time
addressing these questions in any depth. Many comment that they have never even
considered the questions, and some express great interest in the questions and ask
what they should read on the topic or how they can better articulate answers. While
some of these questions are easier to tackle than others, the mere asking of ques-
tions helps most students begin a process of reflection on the relation of the vari-
ous aspects of their graduate career that might continue formally or informally.

The range of published work on the training of graduate students as instructors
suggests that I am not the only faculty member in a collegiate FL program
thinking about programmatic integration. In “Preparing Graduate Students to
Teach Literature and Language in a FL Department,” Pfeiffer (2002) made a case
for “an integrated approach to graduate teaching education” (p. 11). Focusing
on some key barriers in graduate education that need to be administratively
disbanded, especially the language teaching/literature teaching divide, he proposed
a series of administrative solutions to the problem, including “class observa-
tions, mentored teaching experiences, and continuing discussions and practical
work on the departmental curriculum” (p. 12). Bernhardt (2001) called for an ap-
proach to graduate studies that “integrates notions of human learning, second-
language development, and literary study” (p. 207). Barnett and Cook described a
graduate course that blurs the distinction between teaching and research. Called
“Theories and Methods of Scholarship: Research and Teaching,” the team-taught
course helped students think about how “decisions about teaching are intellec-
tual decisions” (p.85) and moved back and forth between research and teaching.
Thus, “a class session focusing on writing leads to a session about the presentation
of scholarly research and writing, which is followed by a hands-on session about
evaluating students’ compositions, which is succeeded by a class on the ‘hows’ and
‘whens’ of publishing and reading papers at professional meetings” (p. 93).

One way to help disband the binarism between lower-level and upper-level
teaching is advanced coursework in pedagogy, which might focus on the teaching
of literature and culture. Such courses work against the idea that a single faculty
member in a department (e.g., “a language program director”) supervises graduate
“language teaching” and that other types of teaching have no relation to pedagogy.
Some departments have recommended, or required, a second course in teaching
at the advanced level taken after a basic “methods” course, which might provide
additional training in SLA as an academic field of inquiry. Pfeiffer (2002) wrote
that graduate students in his department take a basic SLA/pedagogy course and a
“second required research-oriented course on second language acquisition or ap-
plied linguistics [which] reinforces the understanding of issues that can help them
in making informed pedagogical decisions in the classroom” (p. 12). Allen (2009)
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48 TopD W. REESER

discussed a literacy-oriented, advanced pedagogy course focused on teaching ad-
vanced undergraduate FL courses through the concept of multiple literacies, as
inflected by the work of the New London Group (1996) and of Richard Kern (2000).
Such a course is an important service for Ph.D. students seeking a job because it
equips them with more of the tools needed to strengthen the quality of their dis-
course around teaching and to present the practical aspects of a hypothetical course
(in a job interview, for instance). At my institution, students can take an advanced
course in pedagogy in which they meet together with beginning instructors, fur-
thering their knowledge of SLA in part by serving as mentors to their less experi-
enced graduate colleagues. I have also organized interlanguage round tables on a
given aspect of advanced teaching (e.g., Teaching Introduction to Literature), with
presenters who each focus on a specific teaching technique they have used (e.g.,
teaching through literary pastiche, vocabulary development through literature).

Some FL faculty have called for all graduate students to teach at the upper
level as part of their teacher training to gain, as Maxim wrote (2005), “exposure to
content-based instruction and public language use that would prepare [them] for
the teaching assignments they would receive on graduation” (p. 17). As DGS, I am
able to insure that all our Ph.D. students teach at least one (and often two) third-
year courses before graduation. Another related approach to teacher training is to
move beyond coursework as the sole focus and to involve students in the actual
departmental process of planning and orchestrating an advanced undergraduate
curriculum. My department offers a teaching apprenticeship in which a Ph.D.
student works closely with a faculty member teaching an advanced course, writ-
ing the syllabus, preparing the lessons, and effectively team-teaching the course.
Byrnes (2001) discussed ways in which graduate students can be brought into a
“discourse community” in a language department when they participate in curric-
ulum design and execution (see also Pfeiffer 2002; Maxim 2005). Her description
of this process assumes a “socialization” model in which graduate students are not
trained by faculty per se, but socialized into the various aspects of that community,
and by extension of the profession. This model would include socialization into
the reality and the concept of professional collegiality and collaboration, alongside
resulting disagreements and tensions (and their possible resolution). In this
approach to graduate training, I imagine that the students would also bring
aspects of teaching to the table that might in turn socialize faculty into other
elements of a discourse community. Many of these approaches are predicated on
what may or may not be true, that upper-level courses are taught in pedagogi-
cally sound ways. While it may be problematic for graduate students to be trained
by faculty whose pedagogy is based on techniques that are not up-to-date (e.g., a
lecture-based format), it is also possible that students will benefit from exposure
to faculty whose teaching methodology or philosophy they do not follow as they
articulate in such a framework how they might teach differently.

Along with these solutions to departmental divides, I would like to focus
on a specific aspect of programmatic integration, namely the potential role of
graduate literature and culture seminars in preparing graduate students to teach.
For despite the published work on integrating the various aspects of graduate
education, the question of how such seminars can factor into the equation has
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been largely ignored. Clearly, the study of advanced pedagogy needs to be comple-
mented by a consideration of how academic content can be taught to undergradu-
ates. I have met with graduate students developing materials or courses for an
advanced pedagogy course who were not sufficiently prepared in the content of a
course that they were trying to prepare. Even when they had an understanding of
theoretical approaches to teaching at that level, they did not necessarily have an
advanced knowledge of the content of the course or of theoretical approaches to
their topic. While in these cases I would make suggestions for primary and second-
ary reading, the scope of pedagogy courses may not fully allow for the conditions
for graduate students to consider content to a great enough degree to construct
an advanced course. I am proposing, then, a model of teacher training that can
serve as a complement to advanced pedagogy courses, as a kind of mirror inverse
of pedagogically focused courses. That is to say, instead of starting with pedagogy
and adding content, this model starts from content and adds pedagogy.

This approach may also respond to a larger problem, namely that students
may not understand how to approach the relation between disciplinary knowl-
edge and teaching in the first place. It might not occur to them to consult critical
work on the topic of their course, for example, or they may not know how to read
criticism for teaching purposes. With these kinds of programmatic holes, it makes
sense, I believe, to offer more than one model of teacher training that integrates
disciplinary content and pedagogy. Faculty often assume that a graduate student
in literature will somehow magically be able to apply knowledge of literary content
to teaching, as if writing a dissertation automatically qualified a student to teach a
course on a given topic, period, or genre. What I am suggesting, then, is that the
graduate socialization process should include explicit thinking about how teach-
ing and disciplinary content can and do interrelate, and that all faculty should
participate in that socialization in both formal and informal venues.

As part of a professional community of scholar—teachers, literature faculty
might reflect formally or informally with graduate students on what became, after
they assumed the role of assistant professor, of the pedagogical approaches that
they studied as graduate students. How did we learn, presumably on our own,
to adapt the communicative approach to advanced undergraduate literature or
culture courses? What elements of language teaching can be employed at the
advanced level? What elements cannot be? For instance, I found myself consider-
ing how pre- and post-reading activities might focus on the cultural or historical
context of the literary text studied. When I started teaching medieval literature
for the first time as a beginning assistant professor, and was at a loss as to how
to teach the “Serments of Strasbourg,” considered the first document written in
the French language, I turned to the strategies for teaching reading that I had
learned as a grad student and that I had used to teach menus and travel brochures
in elementary French courses. I asked students, for example, to look at the vari-
ous parts of the text to hypothesize about their role in the overall document and
to look at some key phrases in Old French to discern their meaning in context.
Having coauthored a book of information gap activities for elementary language
students while a graduate student, I started using the information gap technique
to teach literature and cultural studies to advanced undergraduates. I have used
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this kind of approach, for instance, in teaching gender differences in Renaissance
poetry and similarities between French cultural concepts of time and space. Some
students are given one text and others a second, complementary text, and each
group has to share information or textual details in order to answer a question
or solve a problem that requires the use of both texts. In these cases, what is
shared is not words or phrases, as they may be with an information gap for a first-
year course, but discourse-length ideas about primary texts. Graduate students
with whom I have talked about my own experience in this area often tell me in
response how enlightening it is for the specific ideas, but also for the very concept
of integration, which they might not have contemplated.

In tandem with informal mentoring, taking teaching into account in graduate
literature or culture seminars can serve to destabilize the opposition between teach-
ing and disciplinary knowledge. It would also be one aspect of the MLA Report’s
call for “a sustained collaboration among all members of the teaching corps” (p. 6),
which I take to include graduate students. Communal discussions about teaching
the content of a seminar might entail sharing ideas and brainstorming, but they
might also include pedagogical disagreements. In discussing teaching in semi-
nars, literature faculty might be challenged to be more self-reflexive in their own
graduate and undergraduate teaching. We might be challenged to include recent
multimedia or to incorporate recent pedagogical approaches that we did not study
as graduate students. For instructors who may not possess adequate knowledge
of SLA or effective instructional techniques, it might be beneficial to collaborate
with colleagues well versed in these areas. In the same way that such faculty read
literary criticism to prepare for a graduate seminar, they might prepare for class
by reading work in SLA and consider how to integrate it in their graduate teaching
(and then, of course, by extension into their undergraduate teaching). Published
work that combines teaching and disciplinary content, such as the MLA’s book
series on teaching, could be read as part of class preparation. In this way, such
faculty may be moved—through their training of graduate students—to further
educate themselves in an academic area outside their own area of expertise. Con-
versely, if a dialogue is opened, SLA faculty might be challenged to take aspects of
literary and cultural studies into account in teaching and teacher training, and
departmental discussions or colloquia on the topic might be held.

If an introduction to pedagogical approaches to FL teaching is the core course
for graduate student instructor training, a seminar on critical theory often serves
as the de facto methods course (if such a thing exists) in the literary realm. Yet
this kind of course is rarely integrated into other aspects of graduate programs.
French graduate students may know that Jacques Derrida and Michel Foucault
have a relation to literature and culture, but what about a relation to teaching?
Students rarely make—or even attempt to make—connections between their
study of theory on the one hand, and their teaching on the other. While they may
expend much energy thinking about how theory can inform their dissertation or
term papers, little or no energy is spent considering how teaching dovetails with
theory. Part of the reason for this disconnect, of course, is that such courses al-
ready have much material on their plate, and to add the question of theory’s rela-
tion to teaching might be perceived as too much. Faculty in SLA or linguistics
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might not have studied such approaches, and be unwilling or unable to factor
them in to discussions of teaching. Or, depending on their training and research,
they might be more comfortable with theoretical models that come out of applied
linguistics, education, or psychology. They might miss opportunities to invite
graduate students to explain to them how the two fields are interrelated.

This split is unfortunate, for one reason, because such theoretical models can
be highly relevant for critical teaching. As an example, in an article on “feminist
pedagogy,” for example, Kramsch and von Hoene (1995) considered a series of
missed opportunities to bring critical approaches into the classroom. They wrote:
“the critical pedagogy we advocate requires the linguistic and cultural awareness
that usually—but not automatically—comes from advanced studies in literature
or linguistics” (p. 351). If theory is key for the development of critical pedagogy,
then it is surprising that this kind of theory is not more frequently read in ped-
agogy courses and placed in intellectual dialogue with SLA. Von Hoene (1995)
described the theory and practice of a course that systematically put psychoana-
Iytic, feminist, and postcolonial theories into dialogue with language learning to
help graduate students become more productive and articulate thinkers about the
process of teaching and language acquisition. She proposed a series of topics to
“cross the illusory divide between critical theory and language teaching” and “to
deal self-reflexively with difference and the relationship of self and other” (p. 48).
In my view, elements of her innovative course description could be incorporated
into both theory and SLA courses.

When I teach critical theory, I like to ask students to extend our discussions
into the realm of the classroom, of “foreign” languages, and of teaching in a larger
sense. Because critical theory can be written in language inaccessible to undergrad-
uates, I often ask graduate students how they might explain a theoretical concept
to an undergraduate. This question helps them express a theoretical concept in
clear, concise, and jargon-free language, but it also invites them to factor teach-
ing into their study of theory. Texts such as Foucault’s Discipline and Punish are
directly relevant to the classroom as power functions through pedagogy and peda-
gogical discourse. An explicit consideration of how a language instructor can be
a kind of disciplinary mechanism might help graduate student instructors think
critically about their own desire or need to assert power over students and about
decentering power relations in the classroom. In other cases, where the relation
to teaching and the classroom might seem less clear, asking students to consider
a text’s applicability can be fruitful as well. For example, when I teach the Russian
theorist-linguist Mikhail Bakhtin’s ideas on the dialogic, I like to ask them how
pedagogy is related to the concept. If linguistic meaning exists not on its own
but in relation to other utterances, then what does this mean about students in
a German or Italian 3 class? What does it mean about how we should teach that
class? About the texts we teach? What elements of language teaching assume a
notion of the dialogic? I share a teaching statement I composed as a graduate
student that uses Bakhtin to frame my teaching experience and philosophy.

When I teach gender and queer theory, I ask students how teaching and
pedagogical discourse are related to some of the principles discussed. How is
“heteronormativity” operative in the classroom or in textbooks? How can it be
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resisted? How does the teaching of gender in language courses (e.g., articles,
adjective formation) relate to principles in gender theory? We have discussed,
for instance, how adjective formation in French, in which the feminine is the
masculine with something added on, suggests deeper constructs of gender, such
as for instance that a woman is essentially a man with something added on.

Postcolonial theory can provide important models for thinking about how
French textbooks are Eurocentric and in a larger sense, for considering ques-
tions of the other.! In a discussion of this type, a student once pointed out
that the textbook from which they were teaching presented the Francophone
world outside Europe through the scenario of a holiday voyage, as if the
French-speaking other can only appear or be encountered when the French self
leaves the Hexagon to go elsewhere, much as French colonizers had done when
they spread the French language outside Europe. The absence of a Francophone
subject on his or her own terms, living in his or her own locale without a French
person’s presence, may suggest an inability to imagine the other as anything but
other and in relation to the same. Reading Derrida’s notion of deferral provides
opportunities to discuss instability in the classroom. If signification is infinitely
deferred and never fully defined, if any given sign refers to another which refers
to another (and so on), then what are the implications of Derrida’s work for the
classroom? How might “French culture” be considered infinitely deferred or un-
able to be stabilized or fully contained? And what would this mean for how we
teach culture?

When possible, I offer as suggested reading articles on pedagogy that
are directly related to the theory studied. When we study the construct of the
nation as discursively complex, for example, I suggest reading Kritzman’s article
on teaching the French nation, which essentially brings these theories to bear on
the undergraduate classroom. I also share with graduate students ways in which
reading theory has impacted my own teaching by providing the critical grounding
for courses. While reading Bahktin’s Speech Genres and Other Late Essays (1986)
as a graduate student and contemplating his ideas on culture and the dialogic,
I explain, I conceived of and articulated the theoretical basis for a course on cross-
cultural comparison that I subsequently taught called “The Franco-American
Connection.” My overall experience suggests that the more students link theory to
teaching, the more enthusiastic they become about theory’s role in the academy,
and the more sophisticated they become about teaching.

Teaching the Teaching of Rabelais: A Case Study

In order to consider very concretely how teaching can be integrated into graduate
literature seminars so that disciplinary content be placed into direct and visible
dialogue with teaching, I would like to present a case study from a graduate course
that I taught at the University of Pittsburgh, a seminar on the sixteenth-century
French writer Francois Rabelais. Often considered one of the most difficult writ-
ers in French (because of both language and content), Rabelais is one of the
most canonical and commonly taught writers in French programs. If only in an
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introduction to literature course, it is likely that many of our Ph.D. students will
teach Rabelais one day. My goal here is ultimately not to provide ideas on teach-
ing Rabelais, but to put forth a model of integrating teacher training and gradu-
ate literature seminars. Clearly, the details of this experience would be different
for most language faculty members wishing to do something similar, but many
elements could be considered in altered form in courses in other languages, time
periods, or authors.

As the culmination of the course, the last session of the 15-week seminar was
devoted to the topic of teaching Rabelais. Because I was in the midst of coedit-
ing the volume “Approaches to Teaching the Works of Francois Rabelais” for the
MLA Approaches to Teaching World Literature series, teaching Rabelais was very
much on my mind. I had set up the class session by telling students that, at long
last, after 14 weeks of reading the Rabelaisian corpus and key critical and theo-
retical issues in Rabelais studies, we were now in a position to put our knowledge
and skills to use in a different way, and to think about how all of our work could
be adapted to the undergraduate classroom. Despite my story about recasting
Rabelais for teaching, I was actually less interested in the specifics of teaching
this particular author, and more interested in constructing a sanctioned discourse
for students to consider how teaching and disciplinary content could be placed
in dialogue, and to see very concretely how good teaching requires that content.
I also hoped that graduate students might begin to read literary texts from the
perspective of teaching, to consider while reading, for instance, if and how those
texts could be taught to undergraduates.

In terms of preparation for the class session, I provided the students ex-
tracts from the “Approaches to Teaching” volume to read for class, including the
book proposal and my own piece drafted for the volume. Before the class session,
I also gave each pair of students two commonly taught sections from Rabelais
that we had already studied in depth. All of the students were given what is prob-
ably the most commonly taught parts of Rabelais—Gargantua’s famous letter to
his son Pantagruel about his education (Pantagruel 8), often considered to be a
doctrine for Renaissance education. To each group of two students, I gave a sec-
ond passage selected from two different passages: a chapter notorious for its ob-
scenity (Pantagruel 15) and the prologue to Gargantua, a text about meaning and
interpretation. The assignment was to design a 50-minute session around each
passage, taking into account pedagogical issues that they had studied in their SLA
courses alongside the critical issues that we had studied together. I told them
that I would be particularly interested in discussing the role of some key criti-
cal questions that we had treated: obscenity and scatology, women and gender
(and especially Rabelais’s possible or supposed misogyny, a major issue in gen-
dered readings of the Rabelaisian corpus), and the larger problem of meaning and
interpretation in the text (or what is serious and what is not, part of a major po-
lemic in Rabelais studies largely related to the extent to which critics want to
bring poststructuralist ideas on reading and meaning to bear on the text). I asked
the students to take into account in their preparation of the passages the difficulty
of Rabelais’s French for undergraduates while also keeping them from concluding
that Rabelais is too difficult and thus completely unreadable. In a general sense,
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I wanted them to consider how to approach pedagogically the idea that the Renais-
sance is—as Swaffar and Arens (2005) discuss in the context of teaching the eigh-
teenth century—“a foreign country” (p. 178). As I was discussing this class session
with an SLA colleague, I mentioned that I was trying to help graduate students
think about how to “soup down” Rabelais studies for undergraduate students. My
colleague remarked back to me that in fact that I was trying to help them learn
how to “scaffold up” for undergraduates. As I later thought about this literature—
SLA interaction, I realized that what really interested me was that point where the
scaffolding up meets the souping down, the point where our graduate students’
training in pedagogy meets the graduate curriculum in literary and cultural stud-
ies, the point where teacher training meets disciplinary knowledge.

Once in class, I began with some general questions about problems
associated with teaching the Renaissance and with making the sixteenth century
intellectually available to American undergraduates who might be more interested
in iPods and Facebook than in Rabelais. When one student suggested that stu-
dents responded well to media and that there must be a way to integrate media
into teaching Rabelais, I invited the students to brainstorm how this might be
possible. What specific media texts might they employ in a classroom setting?
I showed them some Renaissance works of art by Bosch and Botticelli, and invited
them to consider in what ways they might be employed in the classroom.? As a
hands-on activity, I showed students a film clip from Gilliam and Jones’s Monty
Python and the Holy Grail and asked them how (and whether) it could be used to
teach Rabelais.? We discussed what pedagogical aims might be served by using a
film clip such as this to teach a Renaissance writer. Was it time wasted that could
be better spent on the text? Or did it help make Rabelais more accessible to today’s
undergraduates? We discussed ways in which the Web might be used in teaching,
and especially online versions of sixteenth-century editions of Rabelais, some of
which we had already studied.* I then moved to the question of how they would
deal with the problem of obscenity and the scatological. Whether Rabelais meant
his text to be shocking or whether his scatology should be taken in historical
context and thus not as shocking is an open critical question. How does that criti-
cal question relate to the classroom? How can that question be presented to stu-
dents in the classroom in a way that is comprehensible to them? Because we had
read Bakhtin’s seminal book Rabelais and his World (1968) earlier in the course,
we discussed how Bakhtin’s idea of the carnevalesque and the lower bodily stra-
tum could be approached with undergraduates, particularly if some of them might
be religious or conservative. We moved to the other major pedagogical issue in
teaching Rabelais to American undergraduates—his difficult French. After some
discussion of the merits of teaching Rabelais in modern French “translation” vs.
teaching in middle French, we talked about how instructors could help students
with the linguistic difficulties the text unavoidably presents. We considered to-
gether how the pedagogical strategies they had studied for teaching reading could
be employed in teaching sixteenth-century French. Some of the nonnative speaker
graduate students drew on their own experience reading Rabelais for the first time
that semester, and explained how they had gone through the process of dealing
with the difficult French. How, I asked them, could their own experience be useful
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in thinking about teaching? I asked students how the abstracts of the articles in
the “Approaches to Teaching the Works of Francois Rabelais” volume relate to
Rabelais studies and how they relate to pedagogy. What different methods of adapt-
ing literary criticism did they notice? How were Rabelais studies implicit in some
of the teaching techniques discussed? How did teachers’ discourse on pedagogy
reveal an ideological approach vis-a-vis the text? And what critiques of the volume
could they locate? What aspects of SLA could be factored in to a larger extent?

Finally, students presented their strategies for teaching the passages from
Rabelais that I had given them the week before, including preactivities, passages
for close-reading, guided questions, vocabulary targeted, and follow-up activities.
Because I had chosen the passages to illustrate a pedagogical issue, I used the pre-
sentations as a way to ask larger questions about teaching Rabelais through the
specifics of that text. Gargantua’s letter was especially useful in this framework
because, as Duval (1986) has analyzed in a widely known article, the pedagogical
program has a close relation to Renaissance education. My question to students,
who had read Duval’s article early in the term, was how to bring Duval’s academic
analysis into the undergraduate classroom. What parts of his article should be dis-
cussed? The prologue to Gargantua allowed us to discuss how to extend the critical
debate to the classroom. Having spent a substantial portion of the course on the
debate and its implications in questions of meaning, we could at last think about
how to present the debate to students. How—using only the passage—could un-
dergraduates study meaning in Rabelais without the instructor ever mentioning a
single critical article or theoretical term? What questions could we ask them? What
textual details could we use? What would we need to add from outside the text? And
how might we follow up on this discussion in later classes and build upon it? In
our discussion of teaching Pantagruel 15, in which the character Panurge proposes
to build Paris’s city walls out of female genitalia, I focused on the larger issue of
how to teach gender contextually. Because Rabelais, in this strange chapter (one
students tend not to forget), is playing off contemporary concepts of women which
we had studied in the seminar, I asked the students how they could bring in those
cultural concepts to undergraduates and how they could respond to students who
do not take context into account and respond to texts viscerally and emotionally.
I also asked how they would deal with students who were turned off by the perceived
obscenity in the text and whether the text should be assigned in the first place.

In putting teaching and research into dialogue, I was also interested in asking
students to see Rabelais from two points of view, that of students perhaps com-
ing to this author for the first time and terrified of his reputation, and from the
point of view of a teacher—perhaps a novice teacher—reflecting for the first time
on how to teach Rabelais. I wanted to convey to the students that their liminal
status—as both teachers and graduate students—offered them something special
to contribute to the discussion. To this end, I had asked the graduate students
to read Pantagruel 9 for the first day of the semester, a comic chapter in which
the characters Pantagruel and Panurge meet for the first time and become fast
friends. The chapter is organized around a series of attempts to understand the
stranger Panurge, who responds to questions about his identity in a series of lan-
guages, none of which are French. Panurge finally responds to his interlocutors
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in French, adding that it is his “native mother tongue” (p. 166). The chapter is a
comic and serious autoreferential statement on the nature of language and of
interpretation, and for me as an instructor of undergraduates, it has served as
an invitation to students new to Rabelais to think about what the writer is saying
to us about his own language and about strategies we as readers should use to
try to understand his text that might seem like languages that we do not com-
prehend. I had taught this chapter from this very perspective on day one of the
graduate seminar as a way to introduce Rabelais and to introduce ways for us to
read him. But on the last day of the course, I asked students to approach the chap-
ter not as students, but as teachers. Having read published work on Rabelais’s
notion of language and hermeneutics, the students were expected to think in light
of academic research about how this specific chapter of the text could be taught.
Students read the piece that I had drafted for the “Approaches” volume in which
I discuss the pedagogy behind what I had done on the first day of class with them.>
The students were thus invited to think about the teaching strategy that I had
developed for teaching Rabelais to undergraduate newcomers from the perspective
of the students of Rabelais that they were in August and of the teachers of Rabelais
that they were becoming in December.

During our session on teaching, I myself learned much about working with
graduate students on teaching literature. The point where literary criticism meets
pedagogy, I learned very quickly, was one where our graduate students were not
asked to go very often. Nor was it one where I had gone very often. And our failures
to find that point where these two disciplines meet struck me as much as our suc-
cesses did. When pressed, graduate students were frequently at a loss as to how
to put research and teaching into dialogue, and when in doubt they reverted to
teaching techniques that they had learned in their pedagogy courses, uninformed
by literary criticism. In other words, they tended to have no problem scaffolding up,
but they could not always adapt Rabelais studies for a lower level. As students were
presenting their postreading activities to accompany Gargantua’s letter to his son
Pantagruel, for instance, nearly every group stated that they would ask the students
to write a letter to their parents explaining what education meant at the Univer-
sity of Pittsburgh, taking into account such aspects of the undergraduate curricu-
lum as general education requirements and extracurricular activities. How, I asked
them, were they adapting Rabelais studies? Gargantua’s letter can be read as a seri-
ous statement on Renaissance education, but upon closer examination, it puts into
question certain aspects of sixteenth-century educational theory and practice. Did
their activity not destroy the ambiguity or the complexity of Rabelais’s text? Because
the letter does much more than describe Renaissance education, shouldn'’t the stu-
dents’ follow-up be required to do something else as well? How could students be
invited to use letter writing as a more profound response to Rabelais? And was such
a follow-up activity even necessary in the first place when just reading and analyz-
ing Rabelais’s meaty letter could easily take up 50 minutes of classroom time?

When possible and logical, I plan to do something similar in future gradu-
ate seminars. Incorporating published MLA approaches articles and volumes into
the discussion seems to me one of the best readily available tools to show gradu-
ate students how research and teaching literature are related. In an ideal world,
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I would videotape myself or someone else teaching a section of Rabelais (perhaps
with one of the texts mentioned above) so as to focus on actual student reactions
to the text and the role of previous student knowledge in teaching. I would also
like to incorporate writing about teaching as one of the competencies developed in
the course. In the Rabelais seminar, students wrote four short papers during the
semester (along with a long final paper). My goal in each short assignment was to
have students consider one important approach to the study of Rabelais. Students
were asked to do a close reading of a paragraph that I had assigned (an explication
de texte), designed to help them think in a very detailed way about Rabelais’s style
and language. They also wrote on the relation between theory and text (how theory
works and how it does not work in a specific section of Rabelais’s text), intertextu-
ality (the use of a specific intertext—ancient, Biblical, medieval, Renaissance—in
a given Rabelaisian passage), and secondary criticism (an elaboration or critique of
an article). In the future, I would add an assignment on teaching a section of the
text so as to drive home the idea that teaching is as important and as complicated
as other textual approaches. I might assign this work as a follow-up to a class pe-
riod in the middle of the semester devoted to questions of teaching.

Finally, after reflection, I realized that a single session devoted to teaching is
far from enough time to deal with the topic in sufficient depth. What felt like a
success in terms of teaching training on another level had led me to see my own
failure. Would it make sense, I wondered, to devote more sessions next time to
the topic? Or perhaps to integrate the topic into the fabric of the course and to
consider it on a regular basis? I would imagine a number of short assignments
spread throughout the term that might invite students to focus first on the text
itself (possibly together with critical work), then to consider that text from a peda-
gogical perspective. Because I systematically provide students key questions before
they do their reading, I wondered whether I should not consistently ask students
a question about teaching the reading to undergraduates. While I will enlarge the
teaching element the next time that I offer the course, I do still worry about giving
up valuable content time in a course on a very difficult writer. Still, it may be worth
sacrificing this time if it means making Rabelais more connected to what graduate
students will be doing later in their professional lives. After all, they are more likely
to teach Rabelais later on than they are to conduct research or read scholarly work
on this key writer. I wonder, too, whether an entirely new format for teacher train-
ing is not called for, a hybrid model in which advanced pedagogy and disciplinary
content are taken simultaneously and in equal or near-equal proportions.® I imag-
ine a course in which students consider teaching alongside content through a se-
ries of representative case studies from the discipline (e.g., a canonical literary text,
a genre, a literary theme, an issue in cultural studies, a film, a premodern writer).

What I have been reflecting on here are possibilities for a more communal
approach to training graduate students in teaching a full range of courses, one in
which literature and cultural studies faculty—along with SLA faculty or language
program directors—work with graduate students in a number of different ways.
This approach strikes me as crucial for graduate teacher training if faculty really
believe that this training is about socializing graduate students into academia. In
this socializing model, as Byrnes (2001) wrote: “Becoming a teacher should ... be
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regarded and practiced as a process of socialization into a professional discourse
community..., a development of their evolving identity as researchers and as
teachers” (p. 521). As I have suggested, the two identities of researcher and teacher
need to be placed in close dialogue with each other. In other words, a professional
discourse community should incorporate explicit discussions of relations between
research and teaching, which tend to consist of interior monologues on the part
of individual faculty members preparing for class.

Notes

1. Train (2012) discusses how postcolonial theory can be put into dialogue with
language teaching, arguing for “a critical, transcultural, and translinguistic hu-
manism grounded in decolonial practices of FL education that are theoretically
informed, educationally relevant, socially engaged, and ethically accountable”
(p. 145).

2. My ideas for using painting to teach Rabelais are indebted to Elisabeth Chesney
Zegura, “Thawing the Frozen Words: The Importance of Aural and Visual Cul-
ture in Teaching Rabelais.”

3. A teaching technique discussed in detail by Gary Ferguson in “‘And Now for
Something Completely Different?”’: Approaching Gargantua through Monty
Python.”

4. This approach is discussed by Karen James and Mary McKinley in “Rare Books
and Web Pages: Using Internet Resources to Teach Rabelais.”

5. Titled “Teaching Rabelais’s Language: A Literary Perspective,” the piece focuses
on ways to acclimate students to the concept of the difficulty of Rabelais’s lan-
guage using what the text itself says about language and communication.

6. Arens (1991) describes a seminar on Austria in the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries integrating cultural history and pedagogy that does something along
these lines: The last 15-30 minutes of the second of two weekly sessions were
devoted to pedagogical applications of material taken in the course (p. 37).
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