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Issues and Perspectives on When TAs
Supervise TAs

James E. Lee, University of lllinois
Donna Deans Binkowski and Alex Binkowsk:
Kansas State University

The personnel involved in language programs in large research institu-
tions typically include upward of 65 graduate teaching assistants (TAs)
but only one faculty member.' The courses involved number at least four,
and oftentimes more if a department has addressed the issue of false
beginners, tracking for majors and minors, and/or alternative basic lan-
guage courses (for example, Spanish for medical purposes). The profes-
sional survival of the faculty member involved was the driving force
behind creating a system of peer supervision at the University of Illinois
at Urbana-Charipaign in the Department of Spanish, Italian, and
Portuguese.’ . he department had experienced sufficient turnover in the
director position to take stock of the shortcomings of the position and to
take appropriate remedial steps. Taking stock led to creation of a hierar-
chical system of peer supervision under the guidance and direction of a
faculty member—all because it is professionally questionable whether a
single faculty member can observe 65 to 80 TAs, coordinate four to eight
midterm and final exams, and be solely responsible for such a large per-
centage of a department’s instruction.’

The following paragraph appears in the departmental brochure to
describe programs and faculty. The brochure is used to recruit new gradu-
ate students.
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224 The Dynamics of Language Program Direction

The department is proud of its comprehensive program of pre-service and
in-service instructor education, supervision, and professional counseling
for all teaching assistants. Since the future professional experience of most
graduates lies in teaching, a well-grounded preparation in theory and prac-
tice of teaching is regarded by the department as an essential component
of the graduate career. While teaching is not a Graduate College require-
ment, the department strongly encourages and requires all doctoral candi-
dates to have some teaching experience. The teaching activities of graduate
students are integrated into the M.A. and Ph.D. degrees and are profes-
sionally supervised by the Director of Basic Language Instruction.

The various components of the above mentioned comprehensive program
and their delivery are the result of the vision of the director of basic lan-
guage instruction (DBLI). Their continued existence and successful imple-
mentation depend on the work of the course supervisors and the assistants
to the director.

Other than helping to ensure the professional survival of the director,
peer supervision offers the department its best opportunity for training a
future professoriate. Peer supervision, on the one hand, offers individual
TAs many and varied opportunities for gaining professional experience,
and, on the other hand, places those same individuals in situations of
potential conflict.

We explore in this chapter three perspectives concerning issues associ-
ated with TAs supervising TAs: 1) the department’s, as related by the
DBLI; 2) the negative side, as related by a former but long-time course
supervisor and assistant to the DBLI; and 3) the positive side, as related by
another former but long-time course supervisor and assistant to the DBLI
who is now a language program director in her own right.

We first provide a brief review of the literature on peer supervision, pri-
marily pointing to the literature’s neglect of the topic of ongoing supervision
and evaluation. We the.1 provide an overview of the Spanish language pro-
gram at the University of Illinois, both in terms of courses and personnel
involved, since these vary from institution to institution. Subsequently, we
address four issues concerning peer supervision: 1) division of labor; 2) hir-
ing practices; 3) the nature of leadership roles; and 4) the dynamics of cur-
riculum development. We present these issues in the form of questions:

1. What do supervisors do? or, what does the DBLI not do?
2. Why are senior TAs not hired as supervisors?

3. Why do supervisors have so few friends among the other TAs? Does it

p)
matter? &y
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Issues and Perspectives on When TAs Supervise TAs 225

4. Why does the sequence of language courses undergo so many changes
from semester to semester?

Finally, we conclude with recommendations for minimizing the potential
negatives in a system of peer supervision.

Review of the Scholarship

Nyquist (1991), in a collection of some 56 papers presented at the second
National Conference on TA Training and Employment, noted that the
majority of TA training programs described in the presentation consist of
infrequent workshops with limited or no follow-up. The model of TA train-
ing that has emerged for foreign language departments, however, is some-
what different. After reviewing a substantial number of articles, spanning a
30-year time frame, Fox (1992: p. 191) points toward “the emergence of a
widely accepted model of a preservice workshop followed up by an in-service
methods course.” Indeed, descriptions of such programs are numerous in the
literature (among others, DiDonato, 1983; Donahue, 1980; Ervin, 1981;
Lambert & Tice, 1993; Lee, 1987, 1989; Muyskens, 1984; Nerenz, Herron
& Knop, 1979 ; Pons, 1987; Schulz, 1980). A smaller part of the literature
calls for greater TA involvement in the training process. In particular, peer
mentoring is specifically called for as a means to create: 1) a desire for
improvement; 2) an awareness of areas in which to improve; and 3) a sup-
port system for improving certain areas (see, for example, Azevedo, 1990;
Barnett, 1983; Pons, 1987).¢ Peer mentoring may be incorporated into a
methods course or may be an activity in which the TAs voluntarily partici-
pate, but as a process it does not call for one TA to supervise another, that is,
for one to evaluate the other. Thus even a combination of the accepted
model, as Fox (1992) terms it, with peer mentoring fails to address an issue
at the forefront of discussions of TA training: ongoing supervision and eval-
uation. The discussion concerns not only the institution’s responsibility to
offer quality undergraduate instruction, but also the department’s responsi-
bility to adequately prepare a future professoriate.’

Typically, departments have approached ongoing supervision and eval-
uation as part of a faculty—student relationship. But other approaches to
supervision are possible, such as peer supervision, a system in which TAs
supervise other TAs (Lee, 1987, 1989; Lee & VanPatten, 1991). We report
in this chapter on some of the advantages and disadvantages of a system of
peer supervision, a system that addresses both the institution’s and the
department’s responsibilities. Since the model itself has been described else-
where (Lee, 1987, 1989), the current work is best viewed as a progress
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226 The Dynamics of Language Program Direction

report of our experiences with peer supervision, adopting both departmen-
tal and peer supervisor perspectives. We view peer supervision as a viable
way to address ongoing TA evaluation, supervision, and training, but we
recognize that the peer supervisor may be placed in situations of conflict,
situations that will be described in subsequent sections.

Overview of the Language Program: Courses and
Personnel

Courses

The Spanish language program consists of a four-semester sequence of
courses: 101 and 102, in the first year, and 123 and 124 in the second year.
These four courses are designed to fulfill the language requirement in the
College of Liberal Arts and Sciences. The program also includes three other
courses: 122, 103, and 104. Spanish 122 is a response to the fact that 90%
of all students placing into first-year Spanish have completed two years of
high school Spanish. They are what are usually referred to as “false begin-
ners.” Rather than placing them in 101 with true beginners, we have cre-
ated an intensive, review-oriented course that covers all the material of the
first year of Spanish in one semester. Spanish 103 and 104 are second-year
courses. Whereas 123 and 124 are designed simply to fulfill the language
requirement, 103 and 104 are designed for people who want to continue
their study of Spanish as a major or minor.¢ This language program is large.
Indeed, over 1,666 students were enrolled in these courses in the fall semes-
ter for 1992, and the courses required 65 TAs to teach them.

Personnel

The program is administered through a hierarchical organization of per-
sonnel, schematized as follows.

Figure 1
Director of Basic Language Instruction
Course Supervisors Assistants to the Director

Teaching Assistants
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Only the director is a faculty member; no other faculty are involved in
either the teaching or the administration of the language program. All assis-
tants and supervisors are graduate students. The TAs, of course, are also
graduate students. The assistants have duties that do not bring them into
direct contact with their peers, the other TAs. Their duties do, however,
bring them into contact with the undergraduate students enrolled in the
courses. Although the assistants are an integral part of the operation of the
language program, we will not examine their function in this chapter. We
focus only on issues concerning peer supervision.

What Do Supervisors Do? Or, What Does the Director
of Basic Language Instruction Not Do?

Departmental Perspective

The hand-picked staff of six course supervisors is responsible for the daily
operation of the instructional program. One person supervises both
Spanish 101 and 102; one person supervises both Spanish 103 and 104.
One person is assigned to each of the other courses: 122, 123, 124, and
210. Each of these six people is occupied with language program duties an
average of five to six hours per week. Multiply each individual’s hourly
work load by six (the number of supervisors) and the result is a combined
total of thirty to thirty-six hours per week! It is abundantly evident that
one person cannot design, implement, and administer a language program.
Course supervisors are not volunteers: they are compensated for their work.
All TAs teach three courses per year; the supervisors also teach three courses
per year but are paid as if they were teaching four courses as compensation
for two semesters of supervision. (Differences between the regular TA and
the supervisor will be stressed in the other perspectives presented below.)

One way to conceive of the supervisors is as an extension of the direc-
tor, who conceptualizes the language program—i.e., the kind of teaching
or the method, the kind of materials or text selection, the kinds and fre-
quency of exams, and the policies (for example, regarding absenteeism, late
work, and so on). Course supervisors implement the program: they pre-
pare the syllabus based on the materials selected, including how many days
of class time should be spent per chapter, what homework is assigned, and
so on. The two most important duties of the supervisors are exam prepara-
tion and class observations: they oversee and coordinate the preparation of
the exams the director has outlined for them, and they observe other TAs
using criteria the director has established.’
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228  The Dynamics of Language Program Direction

Supervisors must be allowed to observe other TAs. With 65 TAs, no
one faculty member can possibly spend an hour observing and then at least
a half hour in a follow-up interview with each TA. There is not enough
time. As a result of having supervisors observe classes, the department can
claim that every TA is observed every semester.

As extensions of the DBLI, supervisors should not be left to their own
devices to conduct observations and follow-up interviews. They must be
taught how to do so by the director. Supervisors have an observation form
to fill out, a standard one prepared by the DBLI and used for all TA-taught
classes. After the observation, a supervisor makes a list of points for discus-
sion, in order of importance, that should be touched upon during the
interview. The supervisor is instructed to allow the TA to talk first during
the follow-up interview. Supervisors have three questions to use in order to
get the TA to talk: Was this class typical? Whar did you like best about the
class? What did you like least? Hopefully, the TA will touch upon the
points listed. Finally, the supervisor ends the interview by making two or
three concrete suggestions to the TA to improve instruction.

Supervisors have the greatest amount of direct contact with the TAs.
They conduct almost all the meetings with them; hold the organizational
meeting at the beginning of each semester in which they distribute course
materials and explain the syllabus, policies, and procedures; and hold meet-
ings with TA exam committees to discuss program issues such as uniform
grading criteria or oral exam procedures. Finally, supervisors participate in
the preservice orientation program.*

The influence of the DBLI is pervasive in the program, but actual
implementation depends on the supervisors.

Drawbacks

Supervisors work while other TAs are on vacation. A supervisor’s responsi-
bilities actually begin the semester before becoming a supervisor. Work for
the next semester begins while completing the current one. One has to
meet with the DBLI to discuss any changes for the course, for example,
regarding materials, grading, or procedures, and then prepare the syllabus
before leaving for the summer. Syllabus preparation is never just a matter
of changing the dates from spring to fall semester; there are always changes
in policy or procedure.

In theory, the supervisors’ workload is five to six hours a week, but
this hourly distribution is merely an average. In reality, in some weeks only
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Issues and Perspectives on When TAs Supervise TAs 229

two hours are spent on supervisory duties, in others 10 or more hours are
needed to meet deadlines or carry out other responsibilities. Since super-
visors participate in new TA orientation, which begins the week before
registration, they must return to campus a week before regular TAs.

Without organizational skills, in particular, efficient time manage-
ment skills, a supervisor’s semester can go from bad to worse. For example,
in managing the preparation of the midterm or final exam, a supervisor
must stick to a well-planned schedule for creating the various drafts and
revisions. The DBLI places a premium on high-quality exams completed
by a specified date and rime. Being the one in charge of delivering the exam
to the director, the supervisor must pick up the slack for the exam commit-
tee; that is, a supervisor must be willing to put in those extra hours to get
the job done right and on time.

As extensions of the DBLI, supervisors must enforce departmental
policies. Supervisors cannot bend policy, much less ignore it. When a TA
does not follow policy, a supervisor can find himself or herself caught
between the conflicting demands of duty and friendship. Moreover, when
a TA does not follow policy, students from sections other than that TA’s
seem to know about it. The supervisor, who is also a teacher, is often
questioned by his or her students regarding his or her strict adherence to

policy.

Positives

Perhaps the greatest positive point in favor of accepting a peer supervisory
position is the practical experience to be gained from participating in cur-
riculum development. The group of TAs that any supervisor will deal with
directly varies significantly with the course, so that a supervisor must learn
to lead diverse groups of people. For Spanish 122, for example, the super-
visor may be responsible for fifteen TAs teaching twenty sections, whereas
for Spanish 102 the supervisor himself or herself may be teaching the two
sections offered. Such diverse circumstances demand different communi-
cation skills, and supervisors must learn to be articulate in the area of lan-
guage program direction. For example, supervisors are always asked
“Why?”: Why is the syllabus set up as it is? Why are the exam sections due
to the director 2 month before the exam is scheduled to be given? Why are
the formats on the quiz the ones that they are? Why isn’t X tested? In
short, the supervisory position allows for tremendous professional
development.
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230 The Dynamics of Language Program Direction

Why Are Senior TAs Not Hired as Supervisors?

Departmental Perspective

The issue underlying the question of who gets hired is the purpose of having
supervisors. For whom do they work? They work for the department, in the
abstract, but in practice they work for the DBLI. The DBLI, therefore,
should hire those individuals who demonstrate some combination of five
qualities: 1) an understanding of the goals and objectives of the language pro-
gram; 2) leadership abilities; 3) organizational skills; 4) interpersonal skills;
and 5) a commitment to quality instruction. The student’s field of study and
degree program are irrelevant on these counts.’ In other words, these criteria
are blind as to whether the applicant is an MA or a PhD candidate, or
whether the applicant is majoring in applied linguistics or any other field in
the department. The reality of the national job market is that a faculty mem-
ber in literature may be teaching language courses and may be supervising a
course as part of his or her regular responsibilities.'

The decision of who to hire is the DBLI’s alone. In some departments
elsewhere in the United States, the chair selects the staff or at least makes
the selection from candidates suggested by the director. We believe that if
the faculty member can be entrusted with the responsibilities of language
program direction, then that faculty member can be trusted to make intel-
ligent decisions regarding staff. In the abstract, the supervisors help the
department run efficiently and help ensure a certain level of quality in the
course offerings. In the concrete, they perform functions similar to those
of research assistants to the DBLI. Their duties in the language program
free the director from many quotidian tasks so that he or she has more time
to engage in research and writing activities. Would a department chair
select a research assistant for another faculty member? Should a department
chair select the supervisory staff for the DBLI?

All TAs should be given an equal opportunity to work as supervisors.
A mechanism should exist to encourage individuals to come forth and
apply for the positions. The following sample announcement offers a good
model for program advertisement:

All those interested in applying for the position of course supervisor are
asked to make an appointment to see me in the next two weeks. You'll be
asked why you want to be a supervisor (“The money” is an unacceptable
response). Come prepared with ideas for changing the program.

Note: I do not discriminate on the basis of race, creed, color, sexual ori-
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entation, gender, academic preparation, and a host of others. You can be
straight or gay; native or nonnative speaker; in applied linguistics, litera-
ture, or linguistics; white, black, brown, yellow, purple, tan, or green.
The successful applicant will have: 1) a demonstrated understanding of
the goals and objectives of the language program; 2) leadership abilities;
3) organizational skills; 4) interpersonal skills; and 5) a demonstrable
commitment to quality instruction.

Such an announcement demonstrates that the positions are competi-
tive and that anyone can apply. The demographics of the supervisory staff
from the academic years 1991-92 and 1992-93 are shown in Table 1.
These individuals represent an eclectic group of people who share organi-
zational and interpersonal skills as well as an understanding of the program,
leadership abilities, and a demonstrable commitment to quality instruc-
tion.

Table 1
Demographics of the Supervisory Staffs

Academic Year 1991-92 Academic Year 1992-93
Gender 3 male, 3 female 1 male, 5 female
Race 1 black, 5 whites 1 black, 5 whites
Creed unknown unknown
Language 2NS, 4 NNS 4 NS, 2 NNS
Field 2 MA:s in literature, 1 PhD in literature;

1 MAT PhD, 1 PhD in linguistics

3 PhDs in applied linguistics 4 PhDs in applied linguistics
Orientation 5 straights, 1 gay 5 straights, 1 gay
Other 1 smoker, 5 nonsmokers 2 smokers, 4 nonsmokers
Drawbacks

The most difficult aspect of being a supervisor is overseeing peers.
Supervisors critique peers’ work, whether an examination section or class-
room teaching. Supervisors often cease to be perceived as a member of the
“team” once they become the team’s “captain.” When faced with criticism,
no matter how diplomatically the supervisor acts or how warranted his or
her complaints, some TAs take offense. Rather than accept criticism from
a peer, some TAs will attempt to balance the power dynamic by putting the
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supervisor on the defensive.” The five qualifications for the job notwith-
standing, many supervisors feel that the TAs they supervise are just as qual-
ified as they are to do the job. Yet in the final analysis, supervisors have the
position and the supervisory responsibilities, and individual TAs do not.

Positives

The supervisory experience is designed to be one of learning as well as lead-
ing. The opportunity to assume a leadership role in a structured, tutored,
mentored setting provides invaluable experience. Supervisors are leaders
but they are not the ones ultimately responsible for the program. A super-
visor can make mistakes or step on toes, with the security of knowing that
the director is there to help. Also, it is no secret that some TAs would pre-
fer not to have someone of their own educational level supervise them and
therefore might be less cooperative than other TAs. Knowing this to be the
case helps supervisors adopt appropriate interaction strategies to handle
that TA. Not only does a supervisor learn about course development and
language instruction, but also about how to deal with people.®

Why Do Supervisors Have So Few Friends Among the
Other TAs? Does It Matter?

Departmental Perspective

Anyone in a position of authority will have to exercise that authority.
People do not like to be told what to do but the language program is just
that: a program. Individual instructors must operate within the confines of
the goals and objectives of the program. Conflicts do not need to be sought
out, nor do they need to be avoided. Conflicts can be faced as a natural part
of interactions. (The departmental perspective is pragmatic.)

Drawbacks

Various problems have arisen because peers supervise peers. Supervisors are
themselves graduate students in the department, as well as TAs. Their nat-
ural social group consists of the other graduate students and TAs in the
department. TAs and supervisors take classes together, work on class pro-
jects, and socialize in the same circles. At times, some TAs have not taken
the supervisor’s authority seriously. At other times, some TAs have
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attempted to take advantage of their friendship with the supervisor. The
supervisor can be cast in a negative light, as a tattletale or teacher’s pet, for
exercising his or her responsibility. Social and psychological distance
between TAs and supervisors can characterize the resulting dynamic.

The one incident that almost inevitably leads to distance between
supervisors and their peers has to do with exam preparation. Supervisors
coordinate the writing and collation of exam sections, which they then
must present to the director by a certain date. Invariably at least one TA
does not turn in an exam section on time. Invariably at least one TA turns
in an exam section that requires major revision. Both events cause the
supervisor more work. Either the supervisor returns the work for revision
and hopes it is done well and on time, or simply rewrites it him or herself.
From the supervisor’s perspective, this individual TA is seemingly rewarded
for not doing his or her fair share because the supervisor, in the end, will
assume responsibility for completing the work.

Positives

Supervisors contribute greatly to the working environment in the depart-
ment, the goal being a cooperative working community of instructors.
Since supervisors participate in orientation, they can influence new TAs
early on. New TAs, and veteran TAs too, for that matter, do seem more
comfortable approaching a peer than they do approaching a faculty mem-
ber. A question asked of a supervisor might seem reasonable whereas the
same question asked of the director might seem foolish. (A professor can
be intimidating just by virtue of being a professor.) Most supervisors estab-
lish a good working relationship with their groups even if certain individu-
als stand out. Most TAs realize that peer observations, although potentially
problematic, can be less intimidating than being observed by the director.

Why Does the Sequence of Language Courses Undergo
So Many Changes Semester to Semester?

Departmental Perspective

Nothing is worse than curricular stagnation. New research into the nature
of classroom language learning emerges quarterly. New textbooks reach the
market every year. New ideas for teaching are abundant at language con-
ferences. The curriculum ought to change, to evolve, as a result of all these
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influences. The sequence of language courses described in this chapter
evolves on a regular basis not only due to new research, new books, and
new ideas, but in large part due to the fact there is a labor force in place
that can see those changes through.

Drawbacks

Although supervisors are compensated for their work, they have more
responsibilities to juggle than do regular TAs. Supervisors work on the syl-
labus for the next semester while the current one is in progress. As stated
above, it seems that very little of a syllabus carries over from one semester
to the next. The courses evolve and change because there is a labor force
paid to focus attention and energy on making those changes. The labor
force, however, is torn between the responsibilities of being a student and
those of being a supervisor.

Since supervisors have the most direct contact with TAs, they serve as
messengers. While new policies and procedures come from the director,
the supervisor relays them to the TAs. Some TAs confuse the messenger
with the message." Supervisors do not necessarily agree with all policies,
procedures, and practices, but they must enforce them.

Positives

In addition to the unique interactions that are possible between peers,
supervisors are in a unique position to interact with the DBLL The DBLI
does mentor the supervisors. While all final decisions do rest with the
director, the supervisors are consulted about important issues. Supervisors
express their ideas for course development, policy changes, and so on. The
DBLI listens, questions, and accepts or rejects the idea. In the latter case,
the supervisor is given an explanation for the rejection. As a by-product of
the relationship, supervisors gain insights into the responsibilities, con-
cerns, and pressures of a fzculty member. After serving as a supervisor, the
mystery of what it means to be a faculty member is not so mysterious.
Another result of the relationship is the insight into language program
direction the supervisor gains. No matter the supervisor’s field of study, he
or she walks away from the experience with a healthy respect for language
program direction.

Conclusion

Peer supervision offers language departments their best opportunity for
preparing a future professoriate. The system will provide individual TAs
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many and varied opportunities for gaining professional experience even
though it may place those same individuals in situations of potential con-
flict. We have provided three perspectives on four issues: 1) the division of
labor between supervisors and director; 2) hiring practices (who is hired as
well as who does the hiring); 3) the natural conflicts inherent in assuming
a leadership role; and 4) the dynamics of curriculum development. In pre-
senting both positive and negative perspectives, we hope to have under-
scored the positive so that we are counted among the proponents of peer
supervision.

There should be no doubt in the minds of the TAs, supervisors, and
the department faculty that the DBLI controls the program. A good DBLI
will then insulate and protect the supervisors from as many conflicts as pos-
sible. To that end, we offer the following recommendations:

1. No matter how talented the individual, his or her term as supervisor
should be limited to a maximum of three years.

2. Supervisors need an orientation about how to be a supervisor. Two
points to lead off a discussion of supervision are: (a) what are the three
characteristics of the best course supervisor who has ever supervised
you?; and (b) what are the three characteristics of the worst course
supervisor who has ever supervised you?

3. Supervisors need training sessions on how to carry out specific respon-
sibilities. As extensions of the director, they must carry out observa-
tions, for example, according to an established procedure. Evaluating a
videotape of a class session as a group is one procedure to utilize.

4. Limit the supervisors’ tasks to eliminate known sources of conflict. No
supervisor should issue a bad evaluation of another TA’s teaching. If a
supervisor observes a bad class, no evaluation should be written and
submitted to the director. Rather, the TA should be given the option
of being observed by the supervisor a second time or of being observed
by the director. In the end, only the DBLI should issue a truly nega-
tive evaluation.

These recommendations serve as guidelines for enacting a system of
peer supervision. When TAs supervise TAs, everyone benefits. The
department has a system for ensuring quality instruction. The DBLI has
a labor force to ensure his or her professional survival. The TAs are not
abandoned as instructors. And finally, the supervisors gain invaluable

experience.
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Notes

1

- The ideas included in this chapter began as a presentation at the third

National Conference on TA Training, held in Austin, Texas, in
November 1991. A subsequent version of that work was presented at
the ACTFL annual meeting held in Chicago in November 1992, and
forms the basis of the present work. We would like to acknowledge the
very generous support of the dean of the College of Liberal Arts and
Sciences and the Department of Spanish, Italian and Portuguese at the
University of Illinois for making the Austin presentation possible. We
would also like to acknowledge the Pew Grants awarded to the second
and third authors in connection with the Austin conference.

. The issues of language program direction and course supervision

espoused in this chapter also apply at midsize institutions where fac-
ulty, in addition to TAs, teach the courses. In particular, lack of coor-
dination of efforts across sections and conflicts based on differing ide-
ologies are not uncommon in institutions of all sizes.

. Even a cursory examination of the number of sections of courses

offered in a language department will reveal that much, if not most, of
the department’s instruction is language instruction.

. Peer mentoring is discussed more in the literature on high school

teachers. See, for example, Willerman (1991).

. Many scholars are beginning to advocate advanced methods and pro-

fessional development courses for graduate curricula to address long-
term TA development (see, for example, Barnetr & Cooks, 1992;
Lalande, 1991). Yet such courses do not address the immediate needs
of the language program in which the TA is teaching.

. Additionally, one other course came under the domain of the DBLI

from fall seiaester 1990 through spring 1993: Spanish 210 is a fifth-
semester grammar course, a prerequisite for all courses in the major
and minor sequence.

- The observation evaluation criteria in the Department of Spanish,

Iralian, and Portuguese purposefully does not contain any reference to
the language proficiency of the TA. The department has the responsi-
bility of verifying that the instructional staff is proficient in the lan-
guage. The potential conflict that could arise from having TAs judge
other TAs" language skills is too great to have such an assessment
included as part of a class observation. That the observation form con-
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tains no such reference is in keeping with the recommendations offered
at the conclusion of this chapter.

. Supervisors were not always part of the orientation, yet it seemed

appropriate to include them for two reasons. First, many supervisors
have gone on to other universities as directors, thus assuming the
responsibility for offering their own TA orientation. For their own pro-
fessional development, they began to be included in orientation.
Second, the supervisors were needed to keep the new TAs working on
task. Being new to the town and to the university, new TAs would very
often focus on the difficulties of their transition to Urbana-Champaign
rather than issues of language instruction. Not only do supervisors
keep new TAs on task, they are available during breaks and lunch to
provide answers to noninstructional questions.

At some institutions, supervisorships are seen as rewards for excellence
in scholarship and a way to help doctoral candidates have more time
to carry out their research. Being a supervisor, however, is a job and
not a reward for academic excellence. Also, some take the position that
if a student studies applied linguistics, then he or she should be hired
as supervisors. Applied linguistics, however, is an academic discipline
of study that assumes knowledge of that field on the part of the stu-
dent but does not automatically entail leadership abilities, interper-
sonal skills, or organizational abilities.

In fact, the job description for the University of Texas at Austin that
appeared 'in the October 1992 MLA Job List explicitly stated that
junior faculty engage in course supervision, no matter what their field
of expertise.

“I've taught longer than you have” and “You don't even have an M.A.

oo . ). . :
and you're criticizing me” are familiar refrains from TAs who are sensi-
tive to criticism. For some, the supervisorship is their first position of
authority, and they must learn not only to use their authority but also
what to do when that authority is questioned.

In discussing this chapter with the lead author, Kim Jansn.a of the
University of California at Los Angeles described another approach to
supervisor selection that might alleviate some potential negatives. She
selects a slate of candidates with whom she is willing to work and then
presents the slate to the TAs for their vote. Those who supervise are
those who gather the most votes. That system functions well as long as
the candidates are truly capable people. The system might not work in
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the case of an individual in whom the DBLI sees potential and whom
the DBLI is willing to mentor through the process.

13. For example, the DBLI decreed that the grading procedures in the
grammar course Spanish 210 would be all or nothing. That is, an
answer was correct only if it was 100% correct, down to the accent
mark; no partial credit would be awarded. This innovation was not
popular with the students, TAs, or supervisors, but met with unani-
mous approval among the Spanish faculty. Yet like all policies, it had
to be adhered to uniformly across all sections of the course.
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