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Introduction
I joined the department of Church History & Doctrine and the college of Religious Education at Brigham Young University in the Summer of 2018, and began teaching the following Fall. Prior to that, I was a tenured faculty teaching Translation and Cross-Cultural Business, and American Studies at Bordeaux Montaigne University, in France. I also obtained all of my degrees there. I have a B.A. in Linguistics, Literature and History of Anglophone Countries (2004), and did my M.A. (2007) and PhD. (2013) in American Studies with a focus on history and sociology of religion, especially as it relates to Mormonism and politics from Joseph Smith to Reed Smoot, and from the latter to Mitt Romney.
I was hired on CFS Professorial track to teach “Foundations of the Restoration, as well as other courses related to LDS Church History and Doctrine.” Pursuant to that, I was assigned to teach the first half of the Doctrine and Covenants and Foundations of the Restoration in the Fall 2018 and Winter 2019. It is anticipated that this program will be renewed next Fall and Winter.
I welcome this opportunity to really think about my experience and carve out a plan of self-fulfillment for me, and of intellectual and spiritual growth for my students. This development plan is based both on the experience I have accumulated over the first two sessions and on what I anticipate as in the process of transition from a secular, French institution, to teaching at BYU in a way that helps students meet the mandate to “seek learning […] by study and […] by faith” (D&C 88:118).
I reiterate that phrase to my classes multiple times at the beginning of each semester and in my syllabus. Of course, a lot has been said about it because it is a classic in Latter-day Saint circles. It is a motto and guide to me, my “first commandment” as a scholar. It reminds me to teach students that secular knowledge and faith belong together (D&C 88:78-79; 90:15; 93:53), that while they are complementary, they can also be in productive tension, and, in any case always incomplete as long as we are in this life.
I. Self-Assessment of Teaching and objectives
My first semester in Church History & Doctrine could admittedly have been a disaster had it not been for the Summer seminar for new faculty and for careful help from my official mentor, officious ones among colleagues who gave their PowerPoints and other material that I could customize, and for a very supportive department Chair. Such collegial and administrative care eventually drove my anxiety up, signaling that it would not be as simple as I had thought to teach the history and doctrine of the Church to member students. But I also eventually realized that they were right: teaching in the United States, at BYU, and in particular in Religious Education, is challenging. And it did not matter that I had been in the profession for ten years, teaching at different levels, or that I had studied in the United States, etc.
1. Challenges
After two semesters, I have identified two types of challenges that affected my teaching: personal/professional or challenges that relate to me as a pedagogue; and impersonal/structural or challenges that have to do with the students, the college and the subject I teach.
a. Personal professional challenges
The first personal and professional challenge is to have been educated mostly in France and to have taught only in that country. Because of that, my pedagogy was mostly French. Not that French pedagogy is bad. I strongly believe I have something worth giving the students with it. The problem was that I had placed the bar too high for the students: most of them could not do, both on content and on form, what high school seniors in France can do. Content-wise, they could not engage in analytical, critical and yet faithful study of the history of the Church, of prophetic utterance, of scriptures, etc. On the form, the majority of my students could not come up with a clear thesis statement and paper outline they follow, even after I had shown them.
I also realized that I had placed the bar too high when it came to language in general. Since most of my students in France were non-native who generally did a good job using university-level English, I had assumed that I could expect the same, if not more, from American students. That expectation was met by a good number of students. But for many, I found myself spending more time than normal when I graded their papers, highlighting problems of grammar, of spelling, of vocabulary, of syntax and punctuation, of inappropriate use of capital or lower-case letters, etc.
Because of my approach, my expectations were often disappointed, as were the expectations of my students since they did not get the grades they thought they had worked for and felt they deserved. The result was unnecessary frustrations on both sides. In many ways, the discrepancy between what I expected the students to do and what most of them could actually do made me feel like Karl G. Maeser, the first international faculty at Brigham Young Academy, who hoped to do high school level work whereas the actual level the students could perform at was lower.
b. External and structural challenges
Another aspect however that added to the frustration of the students was the subject matter – the history and doctrine of the Church – and the way they had been taught that subject, or were told by peers it was taught them, or simply because of what their parents understood the gospel and the history of the Church to be. In other words, my classes were also challenging because a lot of students came with the assumption that they know the history the Church and the scriptures and therefore would pass a Religious Education class with flying colors, without much effort. My teaching assistant and I received several emails in which some students questioned my authority and complained about the fact that I dared have an opinion about what is acceptable in assignments I gave for a class I taught. For instance, during the Fall semester, one student wrote:
“[...] I also had my father, who is an amazing writer, and my grandfather who is a professor that graduated from [an Ivy-League University] and [major US science and engineering university] on full scholarship read the paper and they both agreed with my points and ideas, so I just don't understand your corrections...” (italics mine).
Because we are a family Church, I did encourage students to discuss/test their ideas at home. But I did also take a lot of offense in that a student would think her parents were more competent to grade her paper than I was.
More shocking to me yet was this email:
“I have just seen the final score for my exam, and am confused and frustrated. I have done exactly what the professor has asked on each of the assignments, and have yet to get any good scores on them. I am furious about the way assignments have been graded and the direction given. If you are going to grade the assignments so rigorously it should be explained more explicitly what is expected instead of giving a two minute question and answer session at the very end of the last day of class, and then letting us guess what you want us to answer for each question. I have tried my absolute best to do my best work, but for some reason that wasn't what you're looking for, so my grade has been tanked because of it. I've read through a lot of the feedback on my essays and a lot of the notes you wrote are simply based on your opinion. You cannot mark me down for that. I would like to receive an A- in the class at least, so please let me know what needs to be done for that. I think an A- is a good indicator for what I have done in the class. I have only missed two class periods during the whole semester and have done everything I was supposed to. For goodness sakes, this is a religion class, not o-chem. Religion classes are never meant to be this ridiculous” (italics mine).
Needless to say that such emails and similar comments in my student evaluations sent me back to the days when I used to tell myself “Me, at BYU? Never!”
But because I do care about all of my students, their messages intensified in me the ongoing self-assessment teachers generally engage in. I tried to determine if there was anything I could have done pedagogically to avoid situations where everyone, me included, was unhappy and frustrated. During that assessment, I surveyed my experience in education over the previous ten years. I concluded that since every cohort of students is different and that within the cohort you had differences, there was surely something I could do to deliver content and ensure the success of a heterogeneous group.
But I also concluded that never in ten years teaching in secular France had a student ever dared to be so dismissive of my pedagogy or even lie about what I had done or not to ensure their success. I had taught religion courses in France and had had atheist students but never had a student dismissed religion as less important than “organic chemistry” or attached the adjective “ridiculous” to the subject because it was hard. Rather, my French students came away with greater understanding and thanked me for introducing them to religion in a way that balanced the demands of laïcité (secularism), respect for atheists and for believers. How is it then that at BYU, in Religious Education, I was told that it was an insignificant subject? That I still can’t understand.
Surely, the reaction of the students had more to do with just my placing the bar high and grading them with rigor. It was not merely differences in pedagogic approaches between France and the United States since some practices are universal and transferable. It also had to do with the fact some students fail to appreciate the chance they have to study their religion and be given credit for it. It had to do with a culture of immediacy and short-sightedness which leads some to unconsciously see BYU merely as a temporal degree-granting institution and not as a place where sacred and secular education are equally valued. That balance, which I find consistent with the D&C 88:118 mandate is one of the reasons why I had decided to come to BYU. I intend to insist on it in class whenever possible. But as will be illustrated, I am not totally opposed either to considering changes in my approach.
2. Steps toward remediation
One of the strengths I have developed over the years was to be attentive to the needs of the students and to adapt my pedagogy and expectations so as to ensure their success without washing down my expectations too much. Because of that, I was able to start remedying some of the challenges almost as they surfaced. Within less than 24 hours after the first “Doctrine and Covenants” and “Foundations of the Restoration” assignment last Fall, I came to understand – based on questions from the students – that it was not enough for me to:
· Ask students to read Eric Huntsman’s “Teaching through Exegesis: Helping Students Ask
· Questions of the Text”[footnoteRef:1] focusing on methodology; [1:  Eric D. Huntsman, “Teaching through Exegesis: Helping Students Ask Questions of the Text,” The Religious Educator 6, no. 1 (2005): 107–126.] 

· Take time during class to show the students how exegetical method can be used to analyze prophetic utterance and to write essays;
· Show the students, in class, what an essay is, how to structure it and how to build a case;
· Just give the students the assignment with the instruction “Comment on…” followed by a quotation with its source.
In my previous academic world, that was a lot to help freshmen. But in the United States, it obviously was not enough. Having realized that most of my students could not possibly “comment” on the statement in spite of the steps I had taken to prepare them, I:
· Met with some students personally and had my assistant do likewise to provide guidance during the two weeks they were given to complete the assignment;
· Took time in class to provide guidance so that those who did not ask to meet could have the same information before they submitted their papers;
· Because a lot of students still struggled to do the assignment, I graded with leniency (did not penalize so much on the form and accepted papers intended as a good Sunday talk);
· After grading, and correction in class, I emailed the following addendum to the students:
“Dear Students,
At this point, you should have all received a Google doc link to your individual papers. In there, you will have comments. At the end of your paper, you'll also have your grade.
Those among you who did not get at least a C+ (or 154/200 pts) get to do a retake.
To that end, you need to rewrite your paper relying on the instructions below and attached guidelines. It does not have to be a linguistic analysis (which was only the first part of how I would write my essay) but you do need to focus on the statement and its immediate context.
Once you're done, set up an appointment with my assistant to present to him. You have between now (Wednesday, Oct 17th) and next week Wednesday 5:00 pm. We will then determine if we need to retain the grade or change it.
Be not discouraged by this. Take it as an opportunity for you to understand the prophet better, on a more personal basis.
I remind you the instructions:
“O Lord God deliver us [...] from the little narrow prison almost as it were total darkness of paper pen and Ink and a crooked broken scattered and imperfect Language […]”
There is a link to the full statement in the Joseph Smith Papers. Follow it to see the larger context of the statement. I put it here again, just in case: http://www.josephsmithpapers.org/paper-summary/letter-to-william-w-phelps-27-november-1832/2.
Some questions (see also attached doc) you can ask yourself and write about
1 - Why does he see language as "little narrow prison"?
2 - Does it matter that such a statement is coming from the prophet? (Think about his level of education and the great work he was tasked to do. One of the works of prophets is to speak, to call the people to repentance, to declare the will of God. How would you feel if you're called upon to preach in spite of your inability to properly express what you know? […] Try as much as you can to put yourself in the place of Joseph and that will take you closer in your effort to understand why language is a problem.)
3 - Since the statement comes from the prophet, consider what it tells us about revelations received directly from God. The revelations of the prophet [are] definitely the word of God and we do have the Spirit to testify to that. But if the prophet tells us that language is a problem, is he also trying to tell us that […] it is even better yet if you are in direct communication with God, without any form of mediation[footnoteRef:2]? In other words, or maybe I repeat the same idea: is the prophet telling us that he is not able, in spite of the clarity of the revelations, of the First Vision, to put in words what was revealed to him? Talking about the First Vision, do we have a hint as to the problem language poses to describe for instance divine manifestation[footnoteRef:3]?” [2:  The purpose of the assignment was to test the students’ understanding of the notion of “mediation” in the process of revelation. It was covered in class and illustrated with several examples.]  [3:  The First Vision was covered in class and here, I basically told the students go back to the accounts of the vision and find the phrase “whose brightness and glory defy all description” which illustrates the problem of language.] 

As may be gathered from the above, my original assessment led me to not just only give the students the instruction “comment on” followed by a quote with a major theme covered in class. They were followed by prompts so that any student could write a series of 200-word paragraphs by answering specific questions on the subject.  
I also diversified my assignments based on suggestions by my department Chair: students who were not comfortable with essays could choose to read a text and answer questions that required them not only to identify the answers but also to think critically about what they were reading. (Unfortunately, just like some students did not think I had any authority to assess the validity of their arguments, I was also horrified to find that many students would go so far as to state that they would not question claims made in an Institute manual since it was approved by the First Presidency, as though that prophetic endorsement had replaced their ability to think).
Beside personal assessment, my first mentor, who was also trained in Europe and went through a difficult transition as well, recommended that I worked with the CTL, which had greatly benefited him. He introduced me to Susan Eliason and, together, we determined to have a mid-course SCOT evaluation. A number of helpful tips came both from the CTL and from the evaluation, among them the fact that the students expressed concerns that the word limit in some of my tests did not leave room for personal opinions or that they did not see the actual reason for the reading assignments since they were not quizzed and did not get to discuss them in class – though they admitted to having learned from them. 
Based on that SCOT evaluation, I decided to make my classes a little more interactive but I cannot always turn them into forums because there is always so much to cover in so little time. I also needed to make the students realize two obvious things: (1) that the reading was to satisfy that exact reason why they had come to college: to learn (and they all admitted that they had learned and had been prepared for the lectures); (2) that there was actually a forum for discussions: the Digital Dialogues they had to participate in three times a week, where they had to answer questions relying both on the lecture and the reading assignments, and discuss with their peers.
3. Objectives for Fall 2019 and on
Finally, I do admit that there is still room for improvement. My goals for the second (third actually) time teaching the course will be to: 
(1) cultivate the changes I have implemented so far (see “Steps toward remediation” above) that have yielded positive results, 
(2) fill those “rooms” by updating my knowledge of the American college and university system in order to come to a more informed idea about how to engage students. Of course, this means that I will have to find and set time aside to that end, which means adding another burden to my schedule, which I of course want to reduce to the bare minimum. The solution at this point seems to be audio books on pedagogy and psychology of connected, media-driven students, which I intend to fund with the $300 research grant.
The above said, and since there will still be room for improvement even after I retire, I have decided to make time my ally, to avoid the trap of constant self-berating, which is easy to do here since many students in this country think of education as a product they purchase and therefore can demand satisfaction merely on the ground that their monetary payment should suffice. I have decided that I also needed to validly test the efficiency of the changes I have already been implementing. While I do value students feedback, I consider that that validity rests ultimately with my peers. Two colleagues, including my department Chair, have sat through my lectures and have provided positive feedback. I intend to invite others and to observe them as well. Other than that, I have self-assessed and decided that I have reached for now the point where I cannot change more without giving up more than I can bear without giving up the originality that I bring to BYU and Religious Education.
II. Self-Assessment of Scholarship and objectives
The Rank and Status document of Religious Education stipulates that as a scholar, I 
“may research and publish in various disciplines, gospel scholarship constitutes our primary focus. Broadly interpreted the term ‘gospel scholarship’ may be defined as academically rigorous, peer-reviewed research including: interpretive studies and commentaries of Latter-day Saint scriptural texts and revelations, scriptural history and archaeology, Latter-day Saint history, social sciences, doctrine, genealogy and family history studies, informed and well-researched inspirational writing, and gospel-related pedagogical studies” (Religious Education, Rank and Status Document, Nov. 18, 2010, p. 4, italics in original).
It is further expected that I publish both to the Saints and to the academia and that I will have at least five publications, on average one publication per year from start date, when I go up for tenure. This means about three at the time of review.
I was already active in academia before I was hired at BYU: I had already published several bibliographic entries, articles, book chapters and even a book, I had participated in several scholarly conferences and had co-organized two with my PhD supervisor. This experience provided me with skills and networks. I can build on it to continue publishing to the academia.
With third-year review as a target, I already have several papers that have either been published since I was hired or that are in the pipes and should be published within the next two years. They are, in chronological order of publication or certainty of being published: (redacted).
I will be reworking over the Summer a paper (“The Managerial Discourse of Latter-Day Saints: A Study of The Leaders of American Companies”) that had passed reviews to be published in French but plans have changed in between: my two French co-authors and I will translate it into English and submit it to a top-tier review to reach a wider readership.
In addition to these papers, I was the main organizer of the international conference “Decentered Mormonism: Assessing 180 Years of International Expansion” at the University of Bordeaux Montaigne in March 2019. I co-presented two papers, which will be published, and I will be the main editor on the volume for which I am considering a university press.
Publishing to the Saints will be a novel experience to me but it does not seem unsurmountable. To meet that expectation, I plan to do the following before my third-year review:
· BYU Studies – Fall 2019: Submit a paper on the similarity between Baptism for the dead and a ritual of redemption of the dead in Vodouism. I have presented that paper at MHA in June 2018. So, it should not take me much to get it ready for submission.
· The Religious Educator – Fall 2019: Submit a paper on why the Church can and should be more culturally-inclusive. That paper is already 11 pages long with over 4,000 words. I plan to finalize it over the summer.
· Religious Studies Center/Deseret Book – 2020: I was assigned to be one of the co-organizers of the 2020 Sperry Symposium with Rachel Cope and Jordan Watkins. We have chosen the theme of “Christology and Praxis in the Revelations of Joseph Smith.” Aside from editorial work on the volume that will be published that year, I will also author a chapter titled “‘And Thou Shalt Be Ordained […] to Expound Scriptures and to Exhort the Church’: The Christic Mandate and Pastoral Mission of the Sisters of the Kingdom.”
Assuming that for some reason two of the papers are not published, I will still have at least five publications when I go up for third-year review. That may seem a lot for a two-and-a-half-year period but I actually find it consistent with what I generally produce over such a time. Between 2016 and 2018, for instance, when I had a teaching load of 20 hours/week in France, I published a 215-page book on the Church in French, a book chapter of over 8,000 words in a volume published by Brill (Netherlands), and book reviews that were often between 4,000 to 6,000 words.
My final scholarship objective for Fall 2019 is to present at one international conference, at least, and to publish later on the paper presented at that conference. The conference has been identified: it is the 2019 CESNUR international conference at the University of Turin, in Italy. The CESNUR conferences gather scholars from across the world and different fields who have an interest in contemporary religions. It is a great opportunity to keep abreast of the field and to network: my first participation in a CESNUR conference opened doors for collaborations that led to four publications (two in specialized journals, one in a university press book, one with Brill), two book reviews and one article evaluation. The conference is slated for September 2019. My paper proposal deals with how a 19th century French sociologist who studied the Latter-day Saint movement challenged Max Weber’s disenchantment thesis. The proposal has been accepted. I will be one of only two BYU scholars there.
III. Self-Assessment of Citizenship and objectives
I like the idea of being an involved “citizen” and to take my share of the responsibility where I work. Of course, as in every institution, during the first years as a faculty at BYU, I understand that I am supposed to observe, learn and find the proper way to contribute. At the same time, I am not comfortable with the idea of deferring the learning by doing part to the point that I end up having no originality to contribute or until my enthusiasm dies out. And I think administrators  understand the need to find that balance as well. I felt there was a desire to include me in the life of the department, the college and the university as I have been invited to take some citizenship assignments.
I am involved in citizenship activities both at BYU and in the larger academic community.
1. Citizenship activities at BYU
At BYU, and at the level of the department and the college, I try to be supportive, attending meetings and making my opinion known whenever the possibility was given me. I may have dived a little too quickly and too deep in the waters in some cases. I regret the offense that I obviously have caused. They were not intended but I also felt in those cases that I had to act according to my conscience and as a Christian colleague when it was obvious to me that certain practices were not in line with the ethics we ought to live by. While I am puzzled that some colleagues took offense where they should not have, I have also tried to meet personally with others to clarify misunderstandings. 
As for specific assignments, I was asked to sit on a committee that organizes a faculty forum and another one tasked with organizing the 2020 Sperry Symposium. The faculty forum is a very light assignment: we are a committee of five people – four faculty members and one administrative personnel – tasked with recruiting speakers, among faculty members and beyond, to present their work to the college, and to schedule “last lectures” when colleagues are retiring. Individual responsibilities may include working with a scheduled speaker to me sure that he or she provides the necessary information to our administrative personnel committee member and to introduce that speaker when the time comes. Overall, the logistics of that assignment does not take more than an hour or so during the semester.
The Sperry Symposium requires more investment that increases with time. We are a committee of four – three faculty members and one administrative personnel. Our task is basically to organize a conference from CFP to publication. At this point (May 2018), the theme has been chosen, the CFP drafted and sent out, and the presenters have been selected and notified. The next steps ahead of us are the editorial work leading to the symposium in order to determine what papers will be presented and published, and which ones will be presented but not published. What we have accomplished so far shows that it is possible to fulfill that assignment without overworking oneself. The task is within reach not only because everyone has experience handling similar projects but also because we already have a publisher in the RSC and Deseret Books.
I have two assignments outside of the department and the college: I sit on the editorial board of BYU Studies Quarterly and I am a member of the committee for Foreign Language and Area Studies (FLAS) Scholarship for Latin American languages. The editorial board membership is a one-year assignment. My responsibility is to advise the editor-in-chief, possibly review one or two papers in my area of expertise, and attend a board meeting over the year. I have been asked to read and write a review for one book so far. For the FLAS assignment, I review a dozen student applications, rank them and attend a one or maximum two-hour meeting with other committee members to make final decisions. All in all, it’s a three to four-hour responsibility once a year in March, meaning that it’s now behind me.
I am a faculty advisor for TSOS-BYU. TSOS stands for “Their Story is Our Story.” It is the BYU chapter of an international refugee-awareness charity. I was an active member of the charity before coming to BYU, and I am still an active member. So, it made sense that BYU students who wanted to contribute to it turned to me to be their advisor. My responsibility is to ensure that they act in a manner consistent with BYU policy and with the values of TSOS.
2. Citizenship in the larger academic community
Beyond BYU, I am a member of the steering committee of the Global Mormon Studies network. It is an independent group of scholars, in different part of the world, who has Mormonism in their specialty. Aside from weighing in setting the priorities of the network as committee member, contribute as a scholar by making my expertise on global Mormonism available to other members of the group and beyond through publications, informal discussions, and the conference I organized in Bordeaux. As the main organizer, one of the things that I did was to try to bring in new blood to the community. Through the conference, and the funding I had obtained for it at BYU and outside, I was able to bring together scholars from Hawaii, Brazil, England, Ireland, the United States, France, New Zealand, etc. I collaborated personally with two colleagues, one at a school of management in France, and another at the University of Haiti.
Last year, I was invited to join the conference program committee of the Mormon History Association for the 2019 conference. The work consisted in reviewing all the panel and individual paper proposals, rank them and make recommendations to the committee chairs for final decision. The conference took place over the first weekend of June. So, this is also behind me.
I have several goals in the area of citizenship through the end of the FDS and beyond. 
My first objective is to maintain the balance I have been able to find even though I was in a busy transition period. The fact that I now I know what the different responsibilities entail, I should be able to do them more efficiently and faster. Ultimately, I will be able to free up more time for myself, my family, and for the editorial work that I will have to do both for the 2020 Sperry Symposium and the edited volume based on the “Decentered Mormonism” conference I organized in France this year.
My second is to continue to work with my French and Haitian colleagues to finish adapting the papers we co-presented for publication.
Conclusion
All in all, my experience as a teacher-researcher at BYU has not been without its challenges. It certainly is more challenging for me than for someone who has studied in the United States, BYU possibly and who knows “the culture” and the students. But the reality is that it is challenging for everyone. Challenges can make it painful as they test our patience, our determination, because some are the result of unfair attacks. Those useless challenges can and should be removed. I fully agree for instance that my fate and the fate of the students are bound: I am here for them and I believe in students-feedback. But I don’t believe that students, and only them, should have the power to assess teaching. They are learning to be students so they can’t possibly be pedagogue enough know how to assess teaching, even with well-calculated questions. Outside of those unnecessary challenges and a way of teaching the history and doctrine of the Church that needs to change, I do not resent challenges. They help us grow.
Lastly, I have seen signs of improvement at the conclusion of my Winter semester: my overall GPA has increased (even though I have students who fail the class because they did not submit most of the papers, and certainly plan to petition later – Another surprise to me.), less students complained about what I asked them to do, etc. I take those things as good signs for the next semester.
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