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TA Programs: The Fit between
Foreign Language Teacher Preparation
and Institutional Needs

Lynn Carbon Gore 11

University of Michigan

Jorge Cubillos

University of Delaware

This chapter represents part of a larger investigation that examines several
major issues and practices in second and foreign language teacher educa-
tion. The first phase (discussed here) is aimed at determining the fit
between teacherincluding teaching assistant (TA)preparation and
institutional objectives and needs in postsecondary foreign language pro-
grams across the country.'

Overview of TA Development Programs
Teacher education as a field has been relatively underexplored, particularly
when it is compared with the increasingly available scholarship on issues
such as methods and techniques for classroom teaching. Many of the arti-
cles on the topic published since 1966 consist primarily of lists of charac-
teristics that are associated with good teaching; some coincidentally include
developmental information for foreign language teachers (see, for example,
Paquette, 1966; Larsen-Freeman, 1983; Alatis, Stern & Strevens, (1983);
Lange, 1983; Phillips, 1989; Woodward, 1991). Bernhardt and Ham-
madou (1987) examined research between 1977 and 1986 on the process
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92 The Dynamics of Language Program Direction

and preparation of foreign language teachers, and suggested that TAs know
very little about either process or preparation. They tally 78 articles written
on foreign and second language teacher education during those years on
such topics as general position statements, teacher classroom behaviors,
teaching preparation for teaching assistant and university professors, in-ser-
vice opportunities, supervision, and methods courses. As Bernhardt and
Hammadou note (1987), few of the seventy-eight articles were databased
research, that is, quantitative studies. Included in their review of scholarship
is Lanier and Little's third edition of the Handbook on Research on Teaching
(1986) which, unlike the first two editions, does not contain any articles on
foreign language education, but does include one essay on bilingual educa-
tion. Bernhardt and Hammadou conclude that very little research or atten-
tion is devoted to teacher development in second languages.

Benseler and Cronjaeger (1991) provide the first comprehensive list-
ing on the topic of TA development in foreign languages in their extensive
bibliography, providing both the faculty member entrusted with TA devel-
opment and the TA with information on the preparation and support of
TAs. Yet of the 364 entries they list, fewer than half are concerned with
programs that meet both staff and institutional needs.

Lange (1983, 1987) suggests that few data have been gathered on the
kinds of TA development programs that work or do not work.
Furthermore, he decries the reluctance to analyze the assumptions behind
current approaches and practices. He describes the move from "teacher
training,' which includes familiarizing student teachers with techniques
and skills to use in the classroom, to "teacher education," which encom-
passes theories of teaching, teacher decision making, and learning strate-
gies for critical self-awareness and self-evaluation.' Because of this shift,
program directors, or "teacher educators," need to reassess their current
positions and practices, examining anew the assumptions underlying their
own prog,Ams and practices.

In a series of articles dating from 1987, Nunan (1989, 1990) argues
that TAs should be involved in curriculum development and innovation
through an action-research orientation to their own classrooms. He
encourages teachers to link theory and practice through observation, iden-
tification of a problem or issue, intervention, and evaluation. Wright
(1987), as well as Menges and Rando (1989), suggest that teacher develop-
ment programs must achieve a balance between theory and practice, par-
ticularly if theories are systematically and carefully examined. Several
researchers have explored the connection berween second language acqui-
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Teaching Assistant Programs 93

sition theories and teaching practices, suggesting that both are a necessary
component of a teacher's education (DiDonato, 1983; Chaudron, 1988;
Larsen-Freeman, 1989; Azevedo, 1990; Magnan, 1990; Lalande, 1991).
Weimer, Svinicki, and Bauer (1989) and Rava (1987) look in particular at
TAs and are concerned with designing programs that prepare them to
teach.

The discrepancy between graduate students' own objectives for pursu-
ing a degree and the courses for which they are being prepared to teach has
raised many questions about the preparation such students receive prior to
teaching. DiDonato (1983: p. 34) deplores the lack of preparation TAs
receive, even in institutions where some attempt at TA development takes
place. Based in part on his suggestions for a three-part development pro-
gram (see also Pons, 1987), many institutions in the United States (such as
Pennsylvania State University, the University of Oregon, Ohio State
University, and the University of Virginia) now offer an orientation pro-
gram or a series of workshops to prepare foreign language TAs for foreign
language classroom teaching. The orientation session is frequently followed
by a methods course and/or weekly meetings that are specific for the lan-
guage level the TA is teaching. Typical TA preparation programs also usu-
ally include some form of TA evaluation.

The present study questions to what extent the various orientation
programs focus on teaching a specific course rather than preparing the
graduate student both to teach basic instruction courses and to become an
excellent overall faculty member after graduation. The following research
is based on a survey conducted at graduate schools where TAs are employed
to teach basic instruction courses. The questions addressed include: 1) Is
teacher education meant to serve just specific institutional needs? or 2) Is
teacher education supposed to prepare students to become independent
and self-reliant informed language professionals? and 3) To what extent do
the course syllabi reflect the issues talked about in pedagogical journals
today?

The research examines issues raised at orientation programs to ascer-
tain where new TA attention is focused. Such issues include the topics dealt
with in general and those that are dealt with in detail. The orientation pro-
gram itself was explored to determine its scope, its length, what was taught
during the orientation, and by whom it was taught.

The null hypothesis of the study is that no relationship exists between
specific institutional needs and teacher preparation in foreign language
programs in the United States.
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Procedure
The initial phase of the investigation was diagnostic and sought to estab-
lish a profile of TA programs currently used across the country. One hun-
dred ninety-six institutions in the United States were contacted and asked
to participate in the study by submitting copies of their syllabi of TA devel-
opment programs; our requests included a call for documents from orien-
tation programs, methods courses, in-service activities, and weekly prac-
tica. Out of the initial 196 institutions, only sixty-five (about 28%see
Appendix 1) responded to the invitation by submitting requested docu-
mentation. Of the responding sixty-five institutions, twenty-four were
eliminated either because they did not have a TA development program of
any kind in place at the time of the survey or because they employed regu-
lar faculty or part-time personnel, neither of whom were required to attend
orientation programs or methods courses.

Components of TA Programs
The survey requested participating institutions to submit information if an
orientation were offered, and if so, to indicate whether it was obligatory or
optional. In addition, responding institutions were asked to provide 1) a
syllabus of the orientation period or course; 2) a syllabus of the methods
course; 3) information specifying the duration of the course (number of
weekly meetings, hours per meeting); 4) who was required to attend the
course; and 5) a syllabus of the first- and second-year language programs.
Only thirty-two of the sixty-five institutions surveyed (49%) have teacher
development programs that combine an orientation program with a teach-
ing methods course.

Orientation Courses
The orientation courses covered many different topics, but we were inter-
ested in seeing the extent to which those topics were discussed. Using anec-
dotal information from participants as well as examining syllabi, we orga-
nized the data on the orientation courses according to the following six
categories:

1. Theory and Second Language Acquisition (SLA) Issues (C1) refers to
the amount of theoretical information imparted at the orientation.
Under this category, we include general SLA topics such as the role of
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formal instruction, communicative language teaching, learning strate-
gies, and the ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines.

2. Five Skills and Testing (C2) includes all four skills and culture, plus
the testing of those skills. This category dealt specifically with the
development of speaking, writing, listening, and reading skills, as well
as testing and the teaching of culture.

3. Practicum (C3) refers to some form of microteaching; this category
included all demonstrations and peer teaching, particularly when they
dealt with course-specific syllabi or materials.

4. Administrative Information (C4) covers such things as curriculum
sequencing at the institution, academic preparation of the undergrad-
uate and graduate students, and departmental rules and regulations
concerning absences, testing procedures, and the like; this category
included departmental procedures and course policies.

5. Integrative Activities (C5) refers to activities that enabled the new TA
to meet and interact with faculty and returning TAs; this category
incorporated all scheduled opportunities for teachers to interact with
each other and to develop a more personal working relationship.

6. Graduate Assistant Issues (C6) was a category added once we started
our analysis, for we discovered that many universities devoted part of
their orientation programs to issues such as graduate student registra-
tion procedures, drop/add mechanisms, and student advising.

The source of our figures is based on the following calculations. We
speculated about what happens in the classroom on the basis of the syllabi
for the various methods courses and globally assigned a number of hours
to each topic. We divided the hours evenly into the stated themes; that is,
if two themes were stated in the syllabus for a given day, each one was
assigned half an hour; if three themes were stated, each one was assigned
one third of an hour, and so forth.

On paper the institutions claim to cover the following themes. No
actual "field data" were collected at any of the programs, although a follow-
up study is currently under way: the institutions are being contacted for
permission to gather on-site data to verify what actually does occur.

Orientation programs across the country appear to be geared toward
issues pertaining exclusively to the institution at hand. A look at the corre-
lation coefficients among the different aspects of the orientation program
reveals a positive and significant correlation between the practicum <C3>
and the administrative categories <C4> (c = .588, p .005).
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Table I

Distribution of Orientation Courses

Requests sent 196

Replied 65

No training 24

n = 41

Themes Correlations Combined
total hours

Percentage

SLA theory CI 69.5 8.5
Five skills C2 103.5 12.6

Practicum C3 303 36.7
Administrative C4 174 20.5
Integrative C5 88.5 10.8

Graduate asst. issues C6 90.5 11

The magnitude and significance of this correlation suggests that the
orientation programs investigated have in general what we might call "an
institution-specific" identity. General professional issues represent only
20% of the total orientation time. The remaining 80% is devoted to con-
crete activities and information specific to the institution.

In view of this evidence, we partially reject the null hypothesis. The
data from these forty-one institutions suggest a relationship between the
orientation programs and the specific administrative needs of each individ-
ual institution.

TA Methods Courses

The syllabi for the methods courses were analyzed and compared on the
basis of the following categories, the subsets of which are like those of the
orientation courses: 1) theory and SLA issues; 2) five skills and testing; 3)
materials and syllabus design; and 4) practicum. The resulting data were
distributed as follows.

Emphasis on SLA issues and the teaching of the five skills appears to
be the norm across the country. Both categories appear to be highly associ-
ated. The correlation chart shows that SLA theory <C7> and the five skills
<C8> correlated positively at the .615 level.
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Table 2

Components of Methods Courses

Themes Correlations Combined
Total Hours

Percentage

SLA C7 288 35.8

Five skills C8 290 36

Materials C9 57 7

Practicum CIO 184 21

Correlations among Components of TA Development Program

C 1

C2 .530

C3 .345

C4 .180

C5 .184

C6 -.002

C7 .455

C8 .269

C9 .046
C10 -.002

C2

.351

.054

.390

.062

.325

.329

.309

.042

C3

.588

.089

.361

.201

.242

-.121
.212

C4

.262

.474

.266

.184

-.225
.354

C5

.411

.418

.333

.167

.502

C6

.277

.402

-.010
.356

C7

.615

.221

-.011

C8

.324

.140

C9

.096

The non-institution-specific nature of the methods course led us to
partially uphold the null hypothesis for this aspect of teacher education
programs across the country.

TA Development Programs

After isolating each aspect of the teacher development programs offered by
the 41 institutions that participated in the study, we examined this issue in
a global manner by combining all data from all 10 categories.

Four new variables were calculated on the basis of the sum of all related
categories (C11, C12, C13, and C14). C11 represents the SLA theoretical
component of TA development programs (C11 = C1 + C7); C12 is the
sum of the five skills component of these programs (C12 = C2 + C8); C13
stands for the sum of hours spent on a practicum (C13 = C3 + C9); and
C14 corresponds to the sum of all the components pf TA development
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programs in all surveyed departments (C14 = CI + C2 + C3 + C4 + C5 +
C6 + C7 + C8 + C9 + C10).

Based on the information provided by the 65 institutions that
responded to the survey, it appears that the average TA development pro-
gram lasts just over 35 hours. This figure includes only formal development
offered through orientation programs or methods courses. Instructional
observations, peer reviews, conferencing, or any other form of institutional
support for TAs not specifically included in the syllabi were not included
in this figure (for a summary of data, see Table 3).

Table 3

Summary of Correlations for Related Variables

C11 C12 C13 C14 C4

C12

C13

C4

C5

C6

.636

.316

.287

.426

.235

.458

.173

.483

.326

.552

.133

.354

.262

.474 .411

C11 = + C7

C12 = C2 + C8

The strength of the correlations found between C11 and C12 (r =
.636), and between C13 and C4 (r = .552) suggests rwo basic trends among
TA development programs in this country: a theoretical one, characterized
by emphasis on the exploration of SLA issues; and a practical one, focused
on a form of ilracticum and institution-specific administrative concerns
(See Table 4).

We see frern the interquartile range that Q1 (the first quartile) was
15.48 and Q3 (the third quartile) was 54.13, which means that 50% of the
observations in this study fell within this range. However, the minimum
and maximum values (0.00 and 103.00) reveal the enormous variation
between responding institutions (standard deviation = 24.16). The orien-
tation mean was 17.5 hours (49% of the total), and the methods mean was
18.25 hours (51% of the total TA development time).
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Table 4

Variables (C14 = C1 C10)

Variables (C14 = CI C10)

Descriptive Statistics

Mean SD Min Max Q1 Q3

65 35.12 4.21 0.00 103.00 15.48 54.13

Mean Percent

Orientation 17.5 49

Methods 18.25 51

The validity of the central hypothesis of this investigation can be
upheld in the light of these results (but only by the narrow margin of 1

point). A tendency to give a professional, "institution-independent" char-

acter to TA development courses appears to have emerged among graduate
programs across the country. However, we must be quite cautious when
interpreting these results, given the great variability observed among the
responses of the participating schools.

Twenty-three institutions provided an orientation program of at least
20 hours; 19 of those 23 institutions consistently devoted more than 20
hours to their orientation. The remaining 27 institutions offered less than
20 hours, of which 11 devoted less than a total of 5 hours. Surprisingly,

two Big Ten institutions, Northwestern and Ohio State, differed greatly on
the number of hours offered during the orientation program, with Ohio
State offering nearly 30 hours compared to Northwestern's 4 hours of
orientation.

This substantial difference between programs cannot be dismissed,
and, in fact, we believe that it should be a reason for concern. What is
behind those differences? Do they respond just to institutional limitations,
such as the number of TAs per year? Or do they reflect a lack of commit-
ment to effective teacher preparation on the part of those institutions?
Perhaps there are other problems not specifically addressed through the syl-
labi or anecdotal information provided by the institutions. Are TAs
required to arrive one to two weeks before classes begin, and are they paid
for participation in the orientation course? Is any help provided for them
in finding housing? What other financial problems need to be addressed?
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Teacher Development Programs: Are They Addressing
the Needs of Specific Institutions or the Needs
of the Profession?
Based on the previous research results, the answer to the question we pose
here appears to be that institutions are meeting their own needs and those of
the profession. On the average, institutions of higher education are attempt-
ing to address their own specific curricular needs, while supporting the pro-
fessional development of their instructors. This tendency is only general, and
we must stress that responses varied greatly from one institution to the next.

To investigate this tendency further we looked at the regression analy-
sis of one of the variables in the study <C12> (the sum of <C7>, SLA the-
ory, and <C8>, five skills and testing).

Table 5

Regression C12 1 C4 (C12 = C7 + C8)
The regression equation is CII = 9.99 + .898 C4
Predictor Coef SD t-ratio
Constant 9.994 2.520 3.97
C4 0.8980 0.5340 1.68 0.100
s = 11.21 R-sq = .63 R-sq (adj) = .41

0.000

Only 6% of the variance in <C12> can be predicted in terms of vari-
ance in <C4>. As can be seen, the p value was not significant, and our
expectation to find a strong and significant connection between institu-
tion-specific issues in the orientation course and a professional focus in the
methods course was not upheld.

Based on the sample data collected in this investigation, we conclude
that the tendency to have a clear shift in focus between the orientation and
the methods courses is not yet the norm in colleges and universities across
the country. For example, Pennsylvania State University devoted approxi-
mately three hours out of thirty to the discussion of administrative issues
during orientation, while UCLA spent twelve of the sixteen hours present-
ing those same issues. Conversely, Pennsylvania State University dedicated
over fifteen hours during orientation to discussions concerning methods
and second language acquisition, while UCLA devoted fewer than four
hours to the same topic.
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Conclusions
Preliminary data would suggest that overall the orientation programs pre-
pare TAs only for the immediate courses they are to teach, rather than pre-
pare them to teach the various skills at any level. Further review of the data
suggests little relation between the basic instruction programs and research
currently being conducted. That is, for the most part, findings in SLA
research remain at the theoretical level; little or no attempt to implement
research findings into practitioners' curricula is obvious.

Additional information with data based on actual classroom observa-
tion, followed by personal interviews with faculty involved in TA develop-
ment, is required before reaching conclusions. Gathering these data will be
the second phase of the project. We will also examine the basic instruc-
tional syllabus in relation to current methodology and its articulation with
upper-level courses.

As faculty working closely with TAs, we need to know the implications
of continuing current processes and procedures. We need to establish the
efficacy of efforts to prepare excellent foreign language teachers. Our con-
tribution has to be centered on the type of course we consider necessary to
establish the level of excellence we seek. For the present, a few things are
clear: institutions vary tremendously in their approach to foreign language
TA preparation, and few trends can be identified as overall tendencies in
the practice of TA development across the country. Nevertheless, the main
tendencies we have noticed so far are that 74% of the institutions do pro-
vide a combination of orientation and a methods course for a combined
length of roughly thirry-five hours, that is, seventeen hours for orientation
and eighteen hours for the methods course. The focus of the typical orien-
tation course combines administrative issues and practicum, whereas the
methods course focuses on SLA theory and skills.

The first set of data clearly indicates that institutions are struggling to
deal with two apparently divergent goals: institutional necessity (the
demands of specific basic language instruction courses) and professional
desiderata (the individual needs of the graduate TAs defined in terms of
foreign language pedagogy). Institutional needs appear to require abundant
hands-on experience and a deliberate focus on the specific materials and
syllabi of the basic language series. Professional needs appear to require
extensive exposure to the theoretical aspects of second language acquisi-
tion, while tying the theory to potential future research for the TA (see, for
example, Barnett & Cook, 1992; Fox, 1992). Do faculty, in fact, really

bout the



102 The Dynamics of Language Program Direction

principles and practice of teaching in sessions away from the classroom? At
the heart of the dichotomy between institutional and professional needs is
the issue of time. Time is not an ally of the foreign language faculty work-
ing in TA development. Most institutions have explicit TA development
programs for only one semester. Given the structure of the majority of
graduate study programs, it may be unrealistic to prescribe or to expect two
or more semesters of TA preparation as attainable goals, although a few
institutions do provide such opportunities. How much can we accomplish,
then, in terms of teacher preparation in the time allotted to us?

Perhaps time is not the only issue; commitment is also involved. The
question should perhaps become: How committed are institutions to pro-
moting excellence in teaching? How much are we committed to preparing
teachers who can face the challenges of language instruction in the twenty-
first century? Boehrer and Sarkisian (1985) suggest that the needs of an
accomplished teacher require a type of preparation that generates pedagog-
ical self-awareness as well as exposure to current trends in foreign language
instruction. Excellence in teaching, then, must include both general/theo-
retical and specific/practical issues. However, that ideal balance is not
achieved in most universities. Apparently, some institutional practices
restrict the establishment of such a balance.

At this point, we can only speculate about the nature of those restric-
tions. Perhaps they are due to the eternal conflict between literature and
linguistics. Or they may result from a lack of awareness on the part of the
teacher developer. A quick look at the most current MLA Job Information
List (1992) would indicate that too many positions are offered in which
the primary expertise expected is in a literary field, but the candidate is also
expected to have a pedagogical background in order to coordinate basic
instruction. This discrepancy in the job descriptions clearly points to a lack
of preparation teacher developers must necessarily bring to the job of
preparing new TAs. Is it any wonder, then, that TAs receive little pedagog-
ical preparation to prepare them to become excellent overall teachers?

What we have found in our research so far is a fairly heavy concentra-
tion on the preparation of teachers to serve the curricular needs of the spe-
cific institution that employs them. This pattern needs to change if we are
going to be truly committed to preparing independent language instruc-
tors. Most programs are not currently preparing TAs to make informed
choices; instead they are taught to "apply" teaching techniques. Christine
Uber Grosse (1993) points out, for instance, that the topic of "Theories of
Language Learning" appears in only 47% of the programs she surveyed,
with an averag time of 1.2 weeks spent on the topic, while "Methods"I
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appears over 76% of the time, with an average of 1.09 weeks spent dis-
cussing the topic, the largest amount of time among the top five methods
course topics.

While the next phase of our research has yet to be completed, a glance
at the articles appearing in a list of 14 journals from 1988 to 1991 indi-
cates that the contents of 170 articles in 12 different journals (36% of the
total number of articles) dealt with the five skills and testing. Seventy-four
articles in the 12 journals (15%) dealt with materials development and
evaluation, such as evaluation of textbooks, multimedia instructional mate-
rials, or computer-assisted instruction (see Appendix 2). Clearly, over 51%
of the journals are addressing specific issues that are tangible, hands-on,
and as Ellis (1985) refers to it, experiential as opposed to awareness raising.
According to published research, our efforts should be aimed at skill devel-
opment, valid testing procedures and materials, strategy training, and pro-
ficiency orientation. While the journals use the term "proficiency," refer-
ence is clearly intended to any and all communicative approaches, under
which the proficiency orientation per se would be subsumed. Many insti-
tutions show limited awareness and/or concern for these issues. Perhaps
they sin by omission, but it is possible there is more behind those curricu-
lar choices. Our ongoing research will continue to analyze institution-spe-
cific versus professional issues by looking at the syllabi and their relation to
the orientation and methods courses.

Notes

1. A shortened version of this chapter was first presented at the annual
meeting of the American Council on the Teaching of Foreign
Languages, held in Chicago in November 1992. We are grateful to
Howard Altman and David Benseler for their helpful comments and
remarks.

2. Please refer to Keith Mason's (1992) article, in which he outlines a pro-
posal for a graduate seminar designed to develop and train the gradu-
ate student who will ultimately become a program director.
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Appendix 1

Institutions and Departments Submitting Requests for Orientation
and Methods Courses

University French German Slavic Spanish Italian

University of Akron X X

University of Albany X

University of Arizona

Boston College

X

X

Brown University X

University of California
Los Angeles X X
Santa Barbara X X

Carnegie Mellon X X

Catholic University X X

University of Cincinnati X

Colorado State University X

Columbia University X

University of Delaware X

Emory X X

Georgetown University X X
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Appendix I continued

University French German Slavic Spanish Italian

University of Georgia X

Highline X

Illinois State University X X

Indiana University X X
University of Iowa X X X
University of Kansas X
University of Maryland X X
University of Massachusetts X

University of Michigan X

Michigan State University X

Michigan Technological University X

Middlebury College X X
University of Minnesota X

New Mexico State University X

University of North Carolina X X X
Northwestern University X X

Ohio University X
Ohio State University X X
University of Oregon X X X

Pennsylvania State University X X X X
University of Rochester X X X
Southern Illinois University

Carbondale X X X

Stanford University X
University of South Carolina X
University of Texas, Arlington X

University of Utah X X X
University of Virginia X X

University of Wisconsin X X
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Appendix 2

Pedagogical Content of Selected Journals

THEMES

A: Learner Styles & Strategies: Personality; MBTI; Anxiety

B: Skills: Write; Read; Listen; Speak; Culture Testing

C: Linguistic Issues: Inter language; Linguistic Competence

D: Learning Issues: Proficiency; L/R Brain; Deductive/Inductive Approaches;

Attrition; Grammar Games; Feedback

E: Materials: Texbook Evaluation; Adapting Text; CAI; Multimedia

F: Curriculum Development: TA Training; TA Development

JOURNAL A B

SSLA 1 4

System 2 9

Hispania 0 11

Unterrichtspraxis 1 3

C D E

3 8 0

1 0 3

1 16 4

0 2 2

F Total

o 16

5 520

2 232

1 9

LangTstng o 5 o o o 0 5

MLJ 1 4 0 1 0 0 6

TesolQ 1 9 1 5 1 5 22

LangLrng 2 3 ") 4 0 2 13

FLAnnals 15 37 o 7 27 20 106

FrenRev 2 30 0 0 1 0 33

IRAL 4 18 40 7 1 0 70

CMLR 6 37 8 31 35 13 130

Totals 35 170 56 81 74 48 464

Percent 7% 36% 12% 17% 15% 10%




