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TA Supervision: Are We Preparing a

Future Professoriate?

Cathy R. Pons
Indiana University

Recently a colleague and I conducted a mock interview for one of our doc-
toral candidates involved in a job search. We based the interview on an
actual job description from the job list published by the Modern Language
Association. The advertisement specified a need for a native or near-native
speaker specialist in French linguistics with a background in second lan-
guage acquisition, an excellent teaching record, and the ability to teach
courses in literature and culture. During the interview we asked the candi-
date how she might structure an introductory course in French linguistics
at the undergraduate level, or a literature course, or a culture course. Her
answers to these questions were less than satisfactory, and she admitted
afterward that she had been taken by surprise by this line of questioning.
The 20 or so graduate students who observed the interview echoed her sur-
prise, asking how they could talk about designs for these types of courses if
they had never had the opportunity to teach them.

One of the major responsibilities of language program directors in
large universities is the development and supervision of graduate teaching
assistants (TAs). These assistants are generally enrolled in Master’s degree
and doctoral programs in literature or linguistics and plan a career in their
chosen field. They are typically inexperienced as teachers and vary in the
degree of motivation they bring to the task of elementary language instruc-
tion. While some are enthusiastic, others see teaching merely as a means of
subsidizing their education and are certain that they will never again teach
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20  The Dynamics of Language Program Direction

in the language classroom once their diploma is in hand. Recent research,
however, points to an increasing demand for faculty who are committed to
a career of teaching language and culture (Devens, 1986; Elling, 1988).

Changing Needs in the Profession
In 1983 the Modern Language Association (MLA) established a

Commission on Foreign Languages, Literatures, and Linguistics. Elling
(1988), reporting on a survey conducted under the auspices of the com-
mission, shows that fewer Ph.D.’s are being awarded at a time when 30
states have imposed some form of foreign language requirement for gradu-
ation. However, at the same time that interest in and demand for foreign
languages is rising, retirements will severely diminish the ranks of the field’s
established scholars and teachers. As a result, the MLA (Elling, 1988: p.
14) found evidence to suggest “that departments have radically changed
their views on what graduate students should be prepared for.” This
includes: “the recognition on the part of many departments that most of
their PhDs would spend most of their careers teaching language and gen-
eral culture, and not their more narrow fields of literary or linguistic spe-
cialization; and . . . the decision by many departments to shoulder the
responsibility of preparing their PhD students better for these tasks by pro-
viding broader academic training, placing greater emphasis on oral profi-
ciency, and offering more extensive training in language teaching.”

Close examination of job lists published by the MLA and the
Linguistic Society of America does, in fact, reveal that few new Ph.D.’s can
expect to limit their teaching to their chosen speciality. Many ads include a
statement to the effect that “interest in and ability to teach courses outside
of the candidate’s specialty” is seen as “very desirable.” Other ads speak of a
“commitment to teaching at the undergraduate level” and likewise list
course and topics outside of the advertised specialization.

Qualifications of Foreign Language Professionals and
Goals of TA Development Programs

One cannot discuss the necessary qualifications for foreign language pro-
fessionals without first defining the goals of foreign language instruction at
the college or university level. If one agrees with Kramsch (1987: p. viii)
that “the main purpose of learning a foreign language in an institutional
setting is to become communicatively proficient in the language, to gain

31

TEST COPY AVAILABLE




TA Supervision: Are We Preparing a Future Professoriate? 21

insights into the symbolic and the communicative functions of language F
and to develop cultural awareness and cross-cultural understanding,” then

faculty who are centrally involved in the planning and delivery of foreign
language instruction must exhibit competence in a number of areas:

Near-Native Mastery of the Target Language. In some respects, the lan-
guage instructor’s level of mastery of the target language must exceed
that of the average native speaker. The instructor must, for example,
exhibit productive control of the most prestigious variety of that lan-
guage, where one exists, and demonstrate receptive control of a broader
linguistic repertoire that includes sociolinguistic and dialectal variants.

Intimate Knowledge of the Sociocultural Context(s) in Which the Target
Language Is Spoken. For the most commonly taught foreign languages
spoken as vernaculars in several countries and which serve as languages
of wider communication, a certain level of familiarity with several cul-
tures is required. For example, an instructor of French must display a
level of knowledge about France, Belgium, Switzerland, Quebec,
Louisiana, the Caribbean, the Maghreb, and sub-Sarahan African coun-
tries that far exceeds that of the average educated French person and that
includes knowledge of the history and literature of these communities.

Broad Background in Applied Linguistics. Background in the language
sciences serves to impart general metalinguistic and metacommunica-
tive awareness. This preparation should include socio- and psycholin-
guistics as well as descriptive study of the target language. Attention
should be devoted to structure beyond the sentence level, that is, to
discourse structure and pragmatics.

Knowledge of Didactics. An interdisciplinary approach to problems of
instruction will include principles of educational psychology and
research in the areas of foreign language learning and research on learn-
ing. The instructor should be aware of issues and teaching methodol-
ogy and familiar with currently available instructional materials,
including technological aids.

These goals are ambitious and represent a long-term commitment to
professional development on the part of the individual. Nevertheless, ade-
quate preparation for teaching a foreign language must, at the very least,
address each of these issues. In addition, if we view the TA development
program as the basis for future professional development, we should also

Q have the following goals: 1) developing an awareness af professional issues;
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TA Supervision: Are We Preparing a Future Professoriate? 23

relation to the learning process. Although a focus on training answers the
immediate needs of institutions dedicated to mass education, it fails to
meet the requirements of long-range professional development, which is
the proper goal of the education of graduate-student instructors. In a
truly educational process the new TA should learn to inquire into the jus-
tification of those techniques, activities and practices; into the ways they
relate to the development of language proficiency; and into the cultural
and philosophical rationale behind the aims of foreign language educa-
tion and the means of achieving those ends.

Other writers who express similar concerns include Hagiwara (1976,
1977), Ryder (1976), Elling (1988), and Murphy (1991).

The other category of literature on TA development programs identi-
fies such programs almost exclusively with pedagogical issues and focuses
on preparing TAs during their first year of graduate studies to teach ele-
mentary-level language courses. The model most often proposed involves a
preservice workshop followed by a quarter- or semester-long methods
course. The literature tends to describe successful programs that are already
in place, to analyze a particular phase of development programs, or to
describe specific methods courses, and is represented by Barnertt (1983),
DiDonato (1983), Freed (1975), Knop and Herron (1982), Nerenz,
Herron, and Knop (1979), Rava (1987), and Rogers (1987).

A number of writers—Ervin and Muyskens (1982), Knop and Herron
(1982), Magnan (1990), Rivers (1983), and Schulz (1980)—have advo-
cated using a needs assessment survey as a basis for designing development
programs, and have surveyed TAs, faculty who work closely with TAs, or
college and university faculty in general. The results of such surveys, par-
ticularly of those whose respondents are the TAs themselves, reveal an
empbhasis on practical topics and immediate needs. Ervin and Muyskens
(1982), for example, found that their subjects gave top priority to: 1)
“learning practical techniques and methods”; 2) “teaching the four skills”;
3) “teaching conversation, getting the students to talk”; and 4) “making the
class interesting.” These results are entirely as one might expect: inexperi-
enced TAs who are given full responsibility for one or more sections of a
course need to know right away how to present grammar, provide appro-
priate oral practice, correct errors, and so on.

Current development programs tend to do a good job of meeting TAs’
immediate needs, but do they prepare these future faculty members to eval-
uate recent research, design a variety of courses, make decisions about the
nature of the undergraduate curriculum, and evaluate teaching effective-
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22 The Dynamics of Language Program Direction

2) developing an ability to evaluate research claims and curricular models,
rather than hastily jumping on bandwagons; and 3) cultivating a repertoire
of techniques for evaluating teaching, including self-assessment, student
evaluation, and peer evaluation.

Existing TA Development Programs

Previous surveys (Schulz, 1980; Devens & Bennett, 1986) tell us that
development programs are far from universal or uniform. The MLA com-
mission found that only 37% of departments surveyed require a course in
the methods of language teaching. Only 9% percent of departments list
contemporary culture and civilization as a required course category.
Although most departments emphasize literature in their upper-division
courses, only 5% of them consider preparation in the teaching of literature
important. Linguistics is required by 29% but applied linguistics by only
8% of all departments surveyed, despite the push toward a proficiency-
based curriculum (Elling, 1988: pp. 45-46). Indeed, it appears that some
faculty are quite resistant to the idea of TA development programs: Koop
(1991), reporting the results of a survey of 76 professors of French culture
and civilization, indicates that 16% of respondents did not agree that
Ph.D. candidates should be required to take at least one course in the ped-
agogy of French. Twenty-four percent were also against requiring at least
one course in the pedagogy of the candidate’s specialty.

Literature on TA Development Programs: Two Models

Over the past 20 years or so, a small body of literature has developed on
how TA development programs should be structured. As Fox (1992)
describes it, this literature tends to fall into two categories. The first cate-
gory places TA development programs within the framework of a general
preparation to enter the profession. These authors recommend that gradu-
ate schools require work in the principles of language teaching as well as in
the principles of linguistic analysis, cultural analysis, and the presentation
of literature. Some, such as Azevedo (1990: p- 27), distinguish between TA
“training” and TA “education”:

Whereas training facilitates the effective use of certain techniques and
materials, it may rely too much on rote learning, minimizing analysis of
their theoretical presuppositions and implications and thus reducing
teaching to the application of formulas without consideration of their
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24 The Dynamics of Language Program Direction

ness? We have some indication that they do not, even where extensive
development programs exist.

In a report on a survey completed by 42 language program directors in
French, German, and Spanish at 14 large public institutions, Magnan
(1990) indicated that only four considered their current development pro-
grams—defined as orientation, a methods course or courses, plus staff
meetings—adequate for preparing TAs to teach second-year courses.

Why does our current model of TA development seem to have such a
limited scope? Certainly, it is not due to a lack of conviction on the part of
language program directors that a broader kind of professional develop-
ment is needed. Rather, it can be seen as a result of two factors: one, the
impracticality of implementing the broad recommendations made in some
of the studies cited; and two, the prevailing attitude in the academy toward
teaching. The kind of comprehensive development programs proposed by
Elling (1988), Hagiwara (1976, 1977), and others would potentially entail
hiring additional faculty, specialists in applied linguistics and/or culture
studies, while reducing the number of courses a student could take within
his or her own discipline. At the same time, advocates of TA development
are up against a system that often does not assign teaching a high priority.
It is no secret, as Dvorak (1986), Valdman and Pons (1988), and Lee and
VanPatten (1991) have pointed out, that TA supervisors and language pro-
gram directors are often regarded as second-class citizens in foreign lan-
guage departments; the current trend toward moving such positions out of
the professorial rank, as noted by Lalande (1991b), is evidence that these
negative attitudes persist. The rigid time constraints imposed on the devel-
opment process have made it imperative that faculty provide TAs with the
tools they need to meet their immediate responsibilities; further prepara-
tion is seen as mere “lagniappe,” to use a Louisiana French expression.

To overcome the obstacle to better preparation that negative attitudes
pose, Valdman and Pons (1988: p. 87) suggest that faculty who supervise
language instruction and work with prospective teachers should be
expected to pursue a research program in their discipline, while attaining a
degree of professional competence in all areas of qualification demanded
by their specific instructional tasks and responsibilities. Ideally, their
research program would span disciplinary and instructional interests, and
the results of their research would inform language instruction. Valdman
and Pons point out that a model for this relationship between professional
responsibilities and disciplinary research interests is provided by the field
of TESOL. Most professionals in that field have backgrounds in applied
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linguistics, with specializations in linguistics, psycholinguistics, or sociolin-
guistics. They have contributed significantly to theory construction in the
area of language learning and to the description of English and the under-
standing of how that language functions in various societies. At least half a
dozen major journals provide outlets for research related to the professional
interests of specialists in second language learning and use. As Valdman and
Pons (1988: p. 87) state, the time has come for “foreign language depart-
ments to follow the lead of ESL programs.”

Recommendations for Improved
Development Programs

Faced with the current constraints, how do we prepare a future professori-
ate to fulfill multifaceted roles as teachers, researchers, and administrators?
Very recently, some recommendations have been made with the goal of
enlarging the scope of what has become “traditional” TA preparation. First,
one might broaden tne scope of the methods course itself. Fox (1992: pp.
203—4) recommends modifying existing programs to include linguistic
training, developing a model that integrates knowledge and beliefs about
language with language teaching practices, thus obtaining a better fit
between theories of language and language learning, on the one hand, and
classroom practices, on the other. Waldinger (1990) and Rivers (1983)
advocate, as Rivers (p. 25) describes,

a more wide-ranging course in methods of teaching languages, literatures,
and culeures, where students debate the theoretical underpinnings, ratio-
nale, and practical applications of many approaches and many aspects of
their task. Through a cooperative, supervised apprenticeship where they
are involved in course development, teaching, and testing, they prepare
to try their wings in developing courses to meet special interests of stu-
dents at various levels.

Such goals for the graduate methods course are, at the very least, ambitious.
It is not surprising, then, that other writers—Magnan (1990), Lalande
(1991a), and Arens (1991)—see the need for an “advanced” methods
course to address specific needs. Arens, for example, describes a “profes-
sional development seminar” designed to prepare TAs to use interdiscipli-
nary methods to teach culture. These writers, and others such as Pons
(1987) and Lee (1989, 1990), have advocated what can be described as a
“multitiered model” of TA development programs, intended to take
instructors along a progression from practice to theory.
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26  The Dynamics of Language Program Direction

From Practice to Theory

One such multitiered program exists at Indiana University in the
Department of French and Iwlian. Each element of the program is
described below and the entire sequence is illustrated by Figure 1.

1. Preservice Workshop (Workshop 1). The development program begins
with a two-week preservice workshop for all new TAs. The goal of this
workshop is to meet the immediate needs of instructors who may never
have taught before, as well as the needs of foreign exchange students who
may have no experience in an American university. Discussions thus focus
on organization and preparation, teaching techniques, departmental and
university policies, and student—teacher relations. Innovative features of the
program include the use of videotapes made during actual classes to illus-
trate teaching techniques as well as typical student behavior and teacher
reactions; the use of assignments to review and confirm understanding of
key concepts; a “shock” language learning session in which TAs learn an
exotic language (Haitian Creole) and reflect on the language learning expe-
rience; and an opportunity to prepare a lesson and teach it to a group of
actual first-semester students in a program called “Headstart in

French/Italian.”

2. Practicum. The workshop is followed by a semester-long practicum
that is required of all new instructors and that carries graduate credit.
Organized around a series of focused classroom observations, it is designed
to help instructors identify a variety of teaching techniques and evaluate
the effectiveness of those techniques. Topics such as error correction, lan-
guage skill development, and student—instructor rapport are treated.

3. Methods Course. The basic methods course, required of all degree can-
didates, may be taken in the first or second year of graduate studies. The
course is designed to provide a broad overview of professional issues, to
introduce some theories of language and language learning, and to promote
acquisition of a repertoire of techniques for evaluating teaching. This intro-
duction is designed to make TAs aware of issues and areas of research and
to encourage them to complete related course work in applied linguistics
and second language acquisition.

4. Supervision. Further development is provided with concurrent teach-
ing through classroom visits made by the TA’s course supervisor and
through group preparation of common exams and lesson plans.
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Figure 1
A Multitiered Model of TA Training and Supervision

WORKSHOP 1

|

SUPERVISION | PrRACTICUM |™>| WORKSHOP 2
e classroom visits (2nd year)
* test preparation *
¢ |lesson plan
preparation
v COURSE

(year 1 or 2)

ADDITIONAL
COURSEWORK
* applied linguistics

ADVANCED
METHODS

COURSE * second language
(topics vary) acquisition
* instructional

technology

] Tier One: required of all TAs
<> Tier Two: required of all degree candidates
O Tier Three: required or optional (depending on degree)

The large majority of graduate programs provide no opportunities for
professional development beyond the first year of the assistantship. In this
multitiered model, however, opportunity exists for additional instructional
preparation.

5. In-Service Workshop (Workshop 2). A workshop for more advanced
TAs focuses on teaching intermediate courses. Here problems of articula-
ton are addressed, such as bridging from elementary to intermediate level
and preparing students for content-based courses in literature and culture.

6. Advanced Methods Course. The final element in this multitiered program
is an advanced methods course, which serves to treat more specialized
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28  The Dynamics of Language Program Direction

topics. A recently offered course called “Classroom Foreign Language
Learning Research” allowed students to critique some of the recent research
on French and to conduct classroom research on their own. As the major
course project, students replicated two previous studies in the classroom
acquisition of French. The course drew students from the master’s and doc-
toral programs in French, as well as students from the Department of
Applied Linguistics. Other advanced methods topics under development
include one on course and curricular design and another on methods of
teaching culture.

Additionally, advanced graduate students may pursue other opportu-
nities for increased preparation for instruction.

Peer observation groups, using a model described by Barnett (1983),
have been used with some success among self-selected groups of instruc-
tors, who gain additional insight into their own and others’ teaching
through this procedure; these instructors have received background in tech-
niques for providing formative evaluations of teaching. Particularly effec-
tive has been the pairing of experienced instructors with novices. Senior
instructors thus provide guidance for new graduate students in a non-
threatening manner and gain useful experience in providing formative
evaluations.

The department’s Undergraduate Curriculum Committee includes each
year two members who are graduate TAs. These student members partici-
pate fully in discussion and voting, thereby gaining insight into the process
of curriculum planning.

Exchange positions provide instructors with a cultural immersion expe-
rience and the opportunity to perfect language skills while teaching in a
French secondary school or in a French or Quebecois university.
Unfortunately, exchangees are often asked to teach a variety of English lan-
guage courses, a duty for which they are ill-prepared. Much preferable
would be the utilization of exchangees in new programs in France teaching
French as a foreign language.

Advanced graduate students may serve as assistants to course supervisors.
These assistants participate in the preservice workshop, teach demonstra-
tion classes, take part in materials development, and consult individually
and in groups with novice instructors. Working in close concert with
a course supervisor, assistants serve an apprenticeship that can prepare
them eventually to assume the duties of a faculty member working in TA
development.
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Conclusion

This multitiered model recognizes the fact that new instructors must have
their immediate needs met. Indeed, focusing on technique in the early
stages of professional preparation will help ensure quality teaching in basic
language courses, one of the missions of any foreign language department.
But if major research institutions with large graduate programs are also to
fulfill their mission of preparing specialists who will continue to develop
not only as scholars but also as teachers, we must go beyond the accepted
standard of a workshop plus a methods course that prepares TAs to teach
elementary language courses.
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