COMMON PITFALLS OF FOREIGN LANGUAGE TEACHING

If you recognize yourself in any of the items listed below, don't panic and turn in your office key. Common pitfalls are common only because many people do them. Most of them are unconscious habits and reflexes which can be broken by cultivating awareness of how YOU ARE in the classroom and by monitoring the effect your behavior has on that of your students. 

· RESCUING STUDENTS is a common reflex of beginning TAs who think that being as helpful as possible is not only a hallmark of good teaching but also earns their students' respect and admiration. Unfortunately, neither of the above is likely to be true. A teacher who consistently "bails out" students does not help them learn to think for themselves; students unconsciously come to expect the TA to do all their work for them. They also pick up the not-so-subtle message that the TA is the only one in the room with the "right" answers. 

· TALKING TOO MUCH is another common problem for TAs. One of the TA's tasks is to teach students how to speak, not to perfect their own oratory prowess. The TA should not be the one doing most of the talking. 

· REVERTING TO ENGLISH when the going gets rough. Many TAs give up after an initial attempt to get their point across in a foreign tongue. Meeting 20 or 30 blank stares is frequently misinterpreted as a signal to retreat to the safety of English. Rephrasing, trying another tack, or finding just ONE student who understands and asking that student to translate are better alternatives than giving up entirely. If you revert to English it implies that students can do the same. Automatically switching back to English gives students the implicit message that they don't need to put forth an extra effort to understand. This kind of learned helplessness could have unfortunate consequences should students actually visit the countries whose languages they are studying. 

· GETTING STUCK IN A "QUESTION RUT" can easily happen. If the TA ONLY asks questions, then students only learn how to respond. A balanced format can be achieved by having students engage each other in conversational dyads and triads, asking and responding among themselves. Asking the same kinds of questions or using the same types of drills over and over again is just plain BORING and ends up lulling students into a stupor. A judicious use of surprise, varied drills, and pacing can improve even the most uninteresting grammatical points. 

· LOSING YOUR PATIENCE is a guaranteed way to block student participation and create an intimidating atmosphere in the classroom. Praise the efforts of slower students, and also encourage them to come for additional language lab practice or office visits. 

While we're on the subject, the PRAISE ISSUE deserves mention here. Many TAs who have acquired fluency in a foreign language start to forget how difficult and even embarrassing their first spoken words sounded. Remember those moments when your tongue just couldn't form those new sounds? Especially for first year students, lots of encouragement-"Bueno"-"Très bien"-"Molto bene"-can help get students speaking. It is always desirable to acknowledge a good effort or a good try. TAs should not, however, be indiscriminate in their use of praise; if everyone is praised all the time, it ends up having the same impact as if no one were praised at all. 

