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ABSTRACT 

 In our post-9/11 globalized society, the bifurcated governance structure that has traditionally 

dominated foreign language (FL) departments is no longer desirable.  According to the 2007 Modern 

Language Association (MLA) report entitled “Foreign Languages and Higher Education: New 

Structures for a Changed World,” these departments need to strive to create “educated speakers who 

have deep translingual and transcultural competence” (p. 3).  Whereas the report outlined in detail the 

implications this goal would have on undergraduate education, it made only two references to FL 

graduate students: programs should “provide substantive training in language teaching and in the use 

of new technologies” (p. 7) and should “enhance and reward graduate student training” (p. 8).  This 

relative lack of attention is indicative of an undervaluation of graduate student teaching and 

professional development, despite the substantial percentage of university-level instruction provided 

by FL Teaching Assistants (TAs) (Laurence, 2001) now and in the foreseeable future. 

 The goal of this dissertation is to better understand the current state of TA professional 

development, by exploring the perspectives of the TAs themselves.  Previous studies (e.g., Brandl, 

2000; Gonglewski & Penningroth, 1998) have surveyed and interviewed TAs about their professional 

development experiences.  The present study updates and expands upon these studies, both in the 

scope of the questions asked and the range of participants.  The first article explores the place and role 

of technology in the professional development of TAs by using data from the syllabi of teaching 

methodology courses (N = 31).  The second article uses data from online questionnaires (N = 94) and 

Skype interviews (N = 16) to understand what TAs think they need to be successful in their current and 

future teaching positions, what professional development opportunities they participate in, and which 

factors limit their participation in some of them.  The last article presents data from the same 

questionnaires and interviews about which professional development opportunities TAs consider to be 

helpful, what they find helpful about each activity, and what recommendations they have for improved 

professional development.  All three studies address implications for graduate student education. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Background 

 Teaching methodologies and foreign language (FL) needs are often influenced by historical 

events.  For example, World War II increased the number of second language (L2) speakers of French 

and German and helped to develop the Audio-Lingual method.  In 1990, right before the fall of the 

Soviet Republic, Russian surged in popularity in the United States (Furman, Goldberg, & Lusin, 2010, 

p. 16).  Currently, other phenomena are strongly influencing U.S. FL enrollments: globalization (New 

London Group, 1996) and the “culture wars” (Yankelovich, 2005), particularly those waged against the 

Islamic world.  These affect not only the languages that Americans decide to learn, but with whom 

they interact and how.  It is no longer the case that an L2 speaker of a language will necessarily talk 

with native speakers of the target language.  Rapidly developing technology (Ingold & Wang, 2010) 

and increased channels of transportation put L2 users into contact with each other on a daily basis, 

requiring them to be flexible and appropriate in their interactions with people whose cultures they 

might know only superficially.  Additionally, the increased U.S. military presence abroad increases 

soldiers’ needs to communicate effectively and sensitively. 

Given the circumstances of today’s society, the 2007 Modern Language Association (MLA) 

report “Foreign Language and Higher Education: New Structures for a Changed World” urged FL 

departments to reconsider the “hotly debated” goals and means of language education (p. 2).  It 

suggested a collective goal more suitable for our post 9/11 globalized world: creating “educated 

speakers who have deep translingual and transcultural competence” (p. 3).  In order to achieve this 

goal, a number of changes would have to be made in FL departments.  The ad hoc MLA committee 

recommended: 

unified, four-year curricula that situate language study in cultural, historic, geographic, and 

cross-cultural frames; that systematically incorporate transcultural content and translingual 
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reflection at every level; and that organize the major around explicit, principled educational 

goals and expected outcomes.  (p. 5) 

Such curricula necessarily imply eliminating the traditional two-tiered governance structure in which 

language classes comprise the lower level, and literature/content classes occupy the prestigious upper-

level.  It would also require collaboration among stakeholders across all levels of instruction, including 

future faculty (i.e., graduate students). 

 In contrast to the detail given to FL undergraduate education in the report, the stated 

implications for graduate students were few and imprecise.  In fact, the report gave only two 

recommendations: graduate studies should “provide substantive training in language teaching and in 

the use of new technologies” (p. 7) and should “enhance and reward graduate student training . . . in 

language teaching” (p. 8).  The vagueness of these recommendations was noted in several publications 

after the MLA report (e.g., Allen & Negueruela-Azarola, 2010; Pfeiffer, 2008; Schechtman & Koser, 

2008).  Among them, Pfeiffer (2008) noted that it was “unfortunate” (p. 296) that the report 

overlooked the graduate student voice since any changes made to FL departments would affect 

graduate students now and “long after the current professoriate has retired” (p. 296) because graduate 

students are, in fact, the “future faculty” (p. 296). 

 This relative lack of attention is unjustified given the prominence of graduate student 

instructors in FL departments.  According to the 1999 MLA survey on staffing in FL departments (N = 

888), 23.3% of instructors overall were actually TAs.  The percentage of graduate student instructors 

varied greatly by institutional type, however.  In BA-granting departments (n = 468), 3.5% of 

instructors were graduate students.  In FL departments that offered MA degrees (n = 112), this number 

increased: 22.8% of instructors were TAs, and they were responsible for teaching 25.9% of the 

elementary-level classes.  Finally, the most substantial portion of graduate student instructors was 

found in PhD-granting FL departments (n = 161), where TAs (47.9%) outnumbered tenured or tenure-

track faculty (28.4%).  In these doctoral departments, graduate students taught 40.7% of all 
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undergraduate courses and 57.4% of the elementary language courses (Laurence, 2001).  Since many 

undergraduate students only have TAs as instructors for their first few FL courses, enrollment numbers 

(and consequently the health of the FL department) sometimes depend on their experiences with and 

perceptions of their graduate student instructors. 

 After completing their degree programs, many graduate students continue to play an important 

role as teachers in FL departments.  The Survey of Earned Doctorates (SED) found that 94.3% of the 

2011 graduates in Foreign Languages and Literatures who were employed upon graduation had 

accepted jobs in academe.  With the number of tenure track jobs dwindling, many of the academic 

positions that remain have a heavy teaching component.  It is not surprising, therefore, that 85.5% of 

the FL PhDs who completed the SED reported holding university positions where teaching was the 

primary activity (National Science Foundation, 2011).  

 Because changes in FL departments have consequences for graduate students both in their roles 

as current TAs and as future faculty, it is important to better understand the professional development 

of FL graduate students as teachers.  Furthermore, Glisan and Donato (2012) argued that any 

improvements to L2 instruction can only be made through “rigorous and thorough teacher preparation” 

and “by viewing the teacher as situated at the core of instruction” (p. S6).  Consequently, research on 

language teachers is “fundamental to improving foreign language education” (p. S6).  For these 

reasons, this dissertation explores the current state of FL teacher development in order to inform and 

improve the professionalization of future TAs. 

Literature Review 

What Does TA Professional Development Look Like? 

 Popular components.  Some FL departments make the development of graduate students a 

priority while other programs still espouse a minimal, “haphazard,” or “non-systematic” approach to 

TA professional development (Dykstra-Pruim, 1998).  The most common elements used to prepare 

graduate students to teach include a pre-service workshop or orientation (Azevedo, 1990; Brandl, 
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2000; Di Donato, 1983; Ryan-Scheutz & Rustia, 1999), a single teaching methodology course (herein 

after referred to as the “methods course”) (Allen, Dupuy, & Paesani, n.d.; Arens, 1991; Azevedo, 

1990; Barnes-Karol, 2003; Brandl, 2000; Dhonau, McAlpine, & Shrum, 2010; Di Donato, 1983; 

Grosse, 1993; Henderson, 1985; Hlas & Conroy, 2010; Lalande, 1991; Rankin, 1994; Ryan-Scheutz & 

Rustia, 1999; VanValkenburg & Arnett, 2000; Warford, 2003; Wilbur, 2007), and occasional 

observations conducted by the TA supervisor or an experienced TA (Di Donato, 1983).  

 Other professional development opportunities are often included to supplement the traditional 

methods course, including peer observations (Brandl, 2000; Di Donato, 1983; Geyer, 2008), video-

taped self-observations (Azevedo, 1990; Geyer, 2008), mentoring (Gonglewski & Penningroth, 1998), 

journaling (Stepp-Greany, 2004), technology training (Arnold, 2013; Lord & Lomicka, 2004; Rava & 

Rossbacher, 1999), collaborative teaching (Braun & Robb, 1991; Magnan, 1987; Rava, 1991; Stepp-

Greany, 2004), workshops, career portfolios (Dykstra-Pruim, 1998), focus groups of undergraduate 

students (Brandl, 2000), and student evaluations (Di Donato, 1983).  

 The place and role of technology in professional development.  Since the 2007 MLA report 

recommended that graduate students receive training in new technologies and because of advances in 

computer-assisted language learning (CALL), it is important to pay particular attention to publications 

that focus on technology.  Warford (2003) reported that FL methods courses did not prioritize CALL, 

yet it was far from absent.  Indeed, Dhonau et al. (2010) explained that, according to the teacher 

educators (N = 32) who completed their survey, little time was spent on such topics in class.  Also, the 

most frequently discussed kinds of technology in the methods classes were Web 1.0 technologies (i.e., 

PowerPoint, E-mail, course management systems, and word processing).  Some technologies were 

rated as very important (e.g., Elmos or Wikis), but less than a third of the teacher educators in the 

sample taught about those technologies in their methods courses.  To get a clearer understanding of the 

nature of technology in the FL methods course, Thoms (2013) surveyed TAs (N = 154) who revealed 

that PowerPoints, websites for teaching grammar, and discussion boards were the most popular 
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technologies used in their methods courses.  The majority of TA respondents reported that they did not 

feel confident about their ability to use CALL in the courses they teach.  To overcome these 

insecurities, Thoms suggested incorporating more technologies, particularly Web 2.0 technologies, into 

the methods course.  

A recent study (Arnold, 2013) about how technology is presented in the most commonly used 

textbooks in the methods course (e.g., what research studies they reference, what activities are 

included) determined that most books provided a “broad, balanced view” (p. 12) of CALL.  Unlike 

Dhonau et al. (2010) and Thoms (2013), who focused on specific applications of technology, Arnold 

(2013) and Hubbard (2008) suggested that teacher educators should instead provide a technological 

and pedagogical foundation that would help teachers adapt to and integrate any new technology that is 

created. 

 In addition to teaching about technology, pedagogy classes often use technology to facilitate 

the objectives of the course.  Lord and Lomicka (2004) used computer-mediated communication in a 

course partnership between their universities.  Arnold and Ducate (2006) used data from surveys and 

chat transcripts to determine that online discussion was indeed helpful in creating interactions and 

fostering a deeper understanding of the course material.  Similarly, Scott (1998) reported that using the 

internet helped facilitate TA reflection, and student teachers in Lee’s (2009) study found online 

discussions with each other and experienced teachers beneficial and influential to their face-to-face 

interactions. 

 Technology in the professional development of graduate students and the methods course in 

particular currently takes many forms.  Its potential applications are learned both through explicit 

instruction and implicitly by experiencing the technology for one’s self.  Although certain programs 

and tools are studied and used, technology is changing at an alarming rate, so TAs need to be prepared 

to affront new technologies and make educated decisions about if and how they can be applied to their 

classes. 
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Perceived Inadequacies in TA Professional Development 

 An outdated model of knowledge transmission.  The methods course has become a staple for 

graduate students although its form, approach, and content vary from department to department 

(Grosse, 1993).  It is often required for novice teaching assistants, and it is therefore the most common 

professional development opportunity available to them; however, it has been criticized as being 

inadequate (Allen & Negueruela-Azarola, 2010; Azevedo, 1990; Paesani, 2013; VanValkenburg & 

Arnett, 2000).  Among other reasons, it perpetuates a transmission model of teacher education and 

ignores the long-term needs of TAs as future faculty members. 

 The methods course is often a TA’s introduction to pedagogy and is considered to be the “key 

delivery point” for their teaching knowledge (Dhonau, McAlpine, & Shrum, 2010, p. 73), especially 

for the TAs whose formal teaching professional development ends when the methods course does.  

Referring to this pivotal class as a “delivery point” underscores the fact that it is often grounded in the 

transmission model of knowledge, which targets 

specific outcomes that can be achieved through a clear sequence of steps, commonly within a 

specified period of time.  The aspects of teaching that are seen as “trainable” are discrete 

chunks, usually based on knowledge or skills, which can be isolated, practiced, and ultimately 

mastered.  (Freeman, 1989, p. 39) 

It emphasizes “rote learning, minimizing analysis of their theoretical presuppositions and implications 

and thus reducing teaching to the application of formulas without consideration of their relation to the 

learning process” (Azevedo, 1990).  

 The transmission model has been criticized as being “profoundly inadequate” (Rankin & 

Becker, 2006, p. 366) for multiple reasons.  Firstly, it suggests that TAs simply replicate in their own 

classrooms activities learned in the methods class.  Instead, TAs’ experiences and beliefs color how 

they perceive and apply what they have learned (Borg, 2009; Rankin & Becker, 2006).  Teacher 

learning “emerges from a process of reshaping existing knowledge, beliefs, and practices rather than 
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simply imposing new theories, methods, or materials on teachers” (K. E. Johnson & Golombek, 2003, 

p. 730).  This does not necessarily result in “effective practice” (Freeman, 1989, p. 29).  Indeed, 

several scholars (Allen & Dupuy, 2011; Allen, 2011; Brandl, 2000; Dassier, 2001; Dupuy & Allen, 

2012; Rankin & Becker, 2006) have questioned how well inexperienced TAs are able to translate 

theory into practice which is not surprising, considering the lack of research and activities available to 

graduate students that foster theory-practice connections in the methods classroom (Wilbur, 2007).  

Secondly, the transmission model does not promote critical thinking.  It aims instead to give a 

pedagogical “bag of tricks” (Dhonau et al., 2010, p. 81) to its TAs, without acknowledging that 

“knowledge, thinking, and understanding come from participating in the social practices or learning 

and teaching in specific classroom and school situations” [emphasis added] (K.E. Johnson, 2009, p. 

13).  Thirdly, attempting to impart a fixed content base in only a single pedagogy course undervalues 

language teaching (VanValkenburg & Arnett, 2000) because it presents FL pedagogy as a domain that 

can be mastered over one semester instead of something that develops and requires ongoing attention.  

Furthermore, since the methods course is typically taken during the first semester of a TA’s graduate 

studies, the methods course is indicative of “front-loading” (Freeman, 1991, p. 35) which posits that 

“teachers can be equipped in advance, at the start of their careers, for all they will need to know and be 

able to do throughout their teaching lives” (K. E. Johnson, 2009, p. 12).  

 For these reasons as well as a “lack of an articulated theoretical basis for language teaching and 

for how individuals learn to teach language” (Freeman, 1989, p. 28), scholars (e.g., K. E. Johnson, 

2009; Paesani, 2012) support the recent “striking sociocultural turn” (Magnan, 2004, p. 99) that teacher 

education has taken.  A sociocultural framework to teacher education (Vygotsky, 1978) understands 

learning to be “not the straightforward appropriation of skills or knowledge from the outside in, but the 

progressive movement from external, socially mediated activity to internal meditational control by 

individual learners” (K. E. Johnson, 2009, p. 2).  Because it reflects the idea that learning occurs 

through interactions with others, a sociocultural-based approach to teacher education therefore 
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emphasizes “habitually exchanging ideas” and “meditating on the nature and means” of language 

teaching (Azevedo, 1990). 

 Focus on short-term needs.  There is a perception that FL graduate students are underprepared 

to teach upper-level courses (Wurst, 2008).  Dykstra-Pruim (1998) wrote that, at least in the 1990s, 

“less-than-ideal preparation for life as a professor” was “the rule rather than the exception.”  Over a 

decade later, Mills (2011) found that only one graduate student out of the 10 in her study felt 

“competent” with teaching literature (p. 13).  The majority of the students felt more confident about 

their abilities to teach lower-level language classes over upper-level classes.  They justified their lack 

of confidence by explaining an inattention to explicit literature instruction.  They received little 

feedback and had few opportunities to teach content or advanced-level classes themselves.  The 

teaching of literature was an overlooked aspect in their professional development, lost between 

becoming a literature scholar and a language teacher.  

 Indeed, TAs rarely teach advanced language or literature classes1, and this trend has remained 

rather constant over the years.  In Hagiwara (1970), 67.7% of the graduate students in his questionnaire 

(N = 157) were teaching only beginning and intermediate language classes.  Ten years later, 65% of 

the TAs (N = 167) in Schulz’s (1980) study wrote that they also only taught classes in the first two 

years of the language sequence.  Learning through the act of teaching a class is highly valued by 

instructors (Cooper, 2004), yet most TAs do not gain the experience that comes with teaching a content 

course until they are faculty.  They therefore realize a gap in their professional development unless 

their graduate programs attempt to address their more long-term needs in its professional development 

initiatives. 

 Francomano (2012) argued that the content of methods courses prepares graduate students to be 

“language instructors,” whereas the goal of FL departments should be to create “humanities 
                                                
1 Rules about the credentials instructors must have, limited teaching slots, and competition with full-time faculty 
traditionally prevent TAs from teaching above the intermediate level. 
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professors.”  This call to prepare graduate students for their long-term needs is not new (Goepper & 

Knorre, 1980; Hagiwara, 1976; Rivers, 1983), but the traditional methods course continues to focus 

primarily on their short-term needs, such as content and skills that are most easily applied to beginning 

and intermediate FL classes, without attempting to make the connection to how this information could 

be adapted when teaching more advanced classes.  VanValkenburg and Arnett (2000) noted that the 

methods course is already charged with information, which could overwhelm novice TAs and cause 

teacher educators to either gloss over certain topics or overload the syllabus with information that 

could be the focus of several courses.  TAs enrolled in the methods course are typically at the 

beginning of both their teaching career and graduate studies, so they are learning to balance teaching 

and studying.  They might have too little teaching experience to understand how to implement or adapt 

ideas from the methods course to their own teaching context.  Another possibility is that novice TAs 

may be shortsighted and therefore unable to see the benefits of any information that is presented before 

it becomes relevant (e.g., how to write a syllabus). 

 Standardized professional development.  Allen and Negueruela-Azarola (2010) claimed that 

a “one-size-fits-all professional development model does not reflect the reality of graduate students as 

diverse individuals with varied cultural and educational backgrounds and unique needs” (p. 388). 

Several studies were conducted to investigate the experiences and perceptions of professional 

development from TAs’ perspectives (Brandl, 2000; Gonglewski & Penningroth, 1998; Kraemer, 

2006; Liaw, 2004; Mills & Allen, 2007; Salomone, 1998).  

 Gonglewski and Penningroth (1998) found a discrepancy between what German graduate 

students (N = 188) rated as helpful on a questionnaire and what they actually participated in.  The 

greatest gap was found regarding collaborating on teaching an advanced level course (59% found it 

important yet did not participate in it).  Brandl (2000) gathered data from questionnaires (N = 56) and 

interviews (N =23) completed by TAs in five departments at the University of Washington about 

which professional development activities TAs found helpful, with a particular focus on whom TAs 
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consulted for feedback and how influential student evaluations were.  He found that overall TAs 

preferred activities that were informal and low-anxiety causing, such as discussions with peers.  He 

also found that, in general, professional development opportunities are viewed more positively by non-

native speakers of English than by native English speakers, and that differences between departments 

existed as well.  Other scholars found differences in professional development between international 

and domestic TAs (Chalupa & Lair, 2000; Kraemer, 2006; Liaw, 2004; Mills & Allen, 2007; 

Salomone, 1998).  Finally, Mak (2010) found differences in how helpful newer teachers considered 

professional development to be; they preferred opportunities that required a smaller time commitment 

and had immediate benefits.  Therefore, action research was not rated very favorably, despite its 

potential future impact. 

 In sum, several studies have shown that while it is possible to determine general trends about 

the effectiveness of professional development opportunities, significant differences have been found 

between groups of TAs regarding their different needs, experiences, backgrounds, and future goals.  

Suggestions for Change 

 In light of these stated inadequacies and to better prepare TAs “to make valued, long-term 

contributions to the work of departments, institutions, and the FL profession in a range of scholarly 

areas; and . . . to make knowledgeable and competent choices in a range of teaching contexts to the 

benefit of their students as learners of a FL and culture” (Byrnes, 2001, p. 513), scholars have made 

suggestions about how to improve upon current approaches to TA professional development (Azevedo, 

1990; Byrnes, 2001; Di Donato, 1983; Dickson, 1996; Olsen, 1998; Pons, 1993; Ryan-Scheutz & 

Rustia, 1999; Van Cleve, 1987; VanValkenburg & Arnett, 2000; Wurst, 2008; Zimmer-Loew, 2008).  

While there was a range of recommendations that came from the publications included in Allen and 

Negueruela-Azarola’s (2010) literature review, three were popular: additional coursework related to 

language teaching and learning (Arens, 1991; Barnes-Karol, 2003; Bernhardt, 2000; Byrnes, 2001; 

Goepper & Knorre, 1980; R. Johnson, 2012; Lalande, 1991; Olsen, 1998; Pons, 1993; Roche, 1998; 
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VanValkenburg & Arnett, 2000); team teaching opportunities (Braun & Robb, 1991; R. Johnson, 

2012; Magnan, 1987; Rava, 1991; Stepp-Greany, 2004); and the opportunity to teach more advanced 

classes (Rava, 1991). 

 Additional coursework.  With many FL graduates accepting positions in academe with heavy 

teaching components (National Science Foundation, 2011), they will have to be able to teach courses 

outside of their specialty (Hock, 2009).  An informal survey of Spanish graduate students and recent 

faculty about what they learned in graduate school, what they found to be useful, and what they wished 

that they had learned revealed that faculty at teaching institutions were thankful for their broad base of 

literature knowledge because they had to teach a range of classes, different from their area of specialty 

(R. Johnson, 2012).  In addition to a strong foundation of content knowledge, graduate students will 

need pedagogical knowledge about how to teach different levels of students, teach using technology, 

make curricular decisions, write syllabi, and even perhaps oversee TAs themselves.  VanValkenburg 

and Arnett (2000) wrote that TAs are “sorely lacking” in certain areas, such as course design 

(including content-based courses and writing syllabi), materials design (especially technology 

resources), and articulation between levels.  Some faculty learn how to do these while on the job, but 

they risk being overwhelmed and unable to make founded decisions (Dykstra-Pruim, 1998).  In order 

to cover all of these topics, scholars therefore recommend additional classes beyond the teaching 

methods course. 

 Collaboration.  The ability to collaborate is considered to be a skill that is very useful in 

academe (Gonglewski & Penningroth, 1998).  To increase collaboration and networking, scholars have 

encouraged departmental service (Van Cleve, 1987), mentoring (Leaver & Oxford, 2001; Melin, 2000; 

Siskin & Davis, 2001), and team teaching (Braun & Robb, 1991; R. Johnson, 2012; Magnan, 1987; 

Rava, 1991; Stepp-Greany, 2004).  

 Collaboration is sometimes not evident in the professional development of TAs, which has 

been viewed as “a nonintellectual activity by tenured members, a time-consuming drudgery by 
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supervisors who generally see no way for academic advancement through it, and a chore to be put up 

with by graduate students” (Hagiwara, 1976, p. 7).  Although some stakeholders consider this 

negativity to be outdated, there is undeniably a separation of duties in most FL departments.  

Supporting this idea is data from Schulz’s (1980) questionnaire, which revealed that only 14% of the 

departments in her sample involved all faculty in TA supervision duties.  Several scholars therefore 

recommend implicating more faculty members in the professional development of the graduate 

students (e.g., Byrnes, 2001; Rava, 1991; Schulz, 2000; VanValkenburg & Arnett, 2000).  This would 

make the whole department responsible for the development of the TAs as both scholars and teachers.  

 One idea on how to include all members of the faculty is particularly relevant to TAs who are 

unable to take additional pedagogy or applied linguistics classes because of pressure to complete their 

degree in a timely manner.  For these students, Pfeiffer (2002) and Reeser (2013) advocated a hybrid 

model of advanced pedagogy and disciplinary content whereby literature faculty include discussions 

about language learning and teaching into graduate literature courses.  Reeser (2013) wrote that 

“teaching and disciplinary knowledge are never discrete elements in a language program” (p. 45), and 

underscored the need to include discussions and activities about how texts from graduate classes could 

be approached in undergraduate classes.  Reeser expressed hesitation on conducting his courses in this 

way because giving attention to pedagogy gave up “valuable content time” (p. 57).  Nonetheless, he 

acknowledged that it “may be worth sacrificing this time” (p. 57) in order to prepare TAs for their 

future roles as professors. 

 Teaching more advanced classes.  Grossman, Hammerness, and McDonald (2009) suggest 

putting a stronger emphasis on clinical experiences (i.e., in-service teaching).  Again, advanced courses 

are often the responsibility of faculty members, so TAs rarely have the opportunity to teach them.  

Rava (1991) offered a solution.  Although she employed the term “mentoring,” what she proposed is 

actually an example of team-teaching an advanced class with a faculty member.  Such an opportunity 

would provide TAs with a “departmental Zone of Proximal Development, as it were, the scaffolded, 
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delimited environment of the FL department that brings together experienced and novice members of 

the profession” (Byrnes, 2001, p. 522).  Consequently, this suggestion would imply a necessary 

reconsideration of the professional development of faculty as well, if they are to play a greater role in 

developing graduate students as instructors. 

 Other suggestions.  Many other suggestions were given to improve TA professional 

development.  They include allowing graduate students to start their teaching obligations later, after 

they are able to acquire some pedagogy knowledge (Schulz, 1980).  This is not a novel idea, as L. 

Johnson (1922) had recommended that TAs follow the same protocol as pre-service K-12 teachers, 

who observe before teaching.  In this sense, the TA learns about teaching without “victimizing a class” 

(p. 35).  For most universities, however, this is not a viable option, because FL programs often have an 

obligation to fund their graduate students and to provide low-cost instruction. 

 Others recommended including graduate students in decision-making related to pedagogy and 

curriculum.  Brandl (2000) gave suggestions on how to make certain professional development 

opportunities less stressful to TAs, such as explaining in advance how observations by the supervisor 

will be conducted and giving TAs a say in the format of the feedback that they receive.  Melin (2009) 

and Byrnes (2001) recommended including graduate students in all steps of curricular decision 

making.  Melin also insisted upon ongoing professional development that makes connections among 

research, teaching, and career (p. 16).  To facilitate these connections, she also suggested providing 

TAs with different forms of funding, such as fellowships to perform outreach with K-12 FL programs 

or co-teach courses with faculty.   

 In conclusion, despite advances in Second Language Acquisition (SLA) research and the 

inclusion of more applied linguists in FL departments (Schulz, 1980), the focus and approach of 

teacher education, particularly in the methods course, has remained fairly constant.  Hubbard (2008) 

suggested that professors will teach for 40 years, and their ideas will carry forward in the TAs that they 

train.  It is therefore not surprising that, other than technology, we are still discussing many of the same 
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issues that were discussed more than 80 years ago (Schulz, 2000, p. 516).  Instead of just relying on 

“rhetoric, opinions, and traditional dogma” (p. 516) in TA professional development, empirical studies, 

especially ones that explore the perspectives of the most involved participants, will greatly benefit the 

present and future of graduate student education.  Previous studies have asked TAs about their 

experiences, but none have asked them about the reasons why they choose not to participate in 

professional development and the recommendations they have for improving it. 

The Articles 

 This mixed methods dissertation is written as three articles, which can be found in the 

appendices of this dissertation. 

Learning “About” and Learning “Through” Technology: An Analysis of Syllabi from Foreign 

Language Teaching Methods Courses (Appendix A) 

 Given the emphasis on technology in the 2007 MLA report and important advances in CALL 

and technology in general, the first article examined the place and role of technology in FL methods 

courses to see if they indeed provided “substantive training” in new technologies (MLA, 2007, p.7).  

Specifically, it was guided by the following research questions: 

1. What features typify the programs and methods courses that address technology for TAs?  

2. To what extent is technology taught about or through in FL methods courses?  

To answer these questions, the researcher collected syllabi (N = 31) from teaching methods courses for 

TAs conducted in the United States post-2007 (i.e., after the publication of the MLA report).  The 

researcher coded the syllabi for all references to learning about and learning through technology.  

Additionally, the researcher used the Internet to find additional information to better understand the 

contexts where these methods courses were found (e.g., degree requirements, specialties of the 

methods instructor).  
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Saying vs. Doing: A Double Standard in the Professional Development of Foreign Language 

Teaching Assistants (Appendix B) 

 The second article in this dissertation investigated the apparent contradiction that what TAs say 

they need in terms of professional development is not always what they participate in.  It was guided 

by the following research questions: 

1. What do TAs say they need to be successful as teachers? 

2. Which internal and external professional development opportunities do TAs avail themselves 

of?  Why do they not participate in certain professional development opportunities? 

In order to answer these questions, a mixed methods study was conducted.  Quantitative data came 

from TAs (N = 94) across the United States who completed an online questionnaire.  Statistical 

analyses [i.e., descriptive statistics, t-tests, analyses of variance (ANOVAs), correlations] were 

performed on the data.  Qualitative data from questionnaire respondents and follow-up Skype 

interviews (N = 16) were coded deductively based on the research questions, and inductively for 

additional themes that arose from the data.  

From the “Front Lines”: Foreign Language Teaching Assistants’ Perceptions of the Professional 

Development and Preparedness as Future Faculty (Appendix C) 

 The final part of this dissertation is a mixed-methods study using the same data sources as the 

second article.  The questions guiding this study were: 

1. What professional development opportunities do TAs report as helpful to prepare them for their 

current and future teaching roles?  

2. What recommendations do TAs have for improved professional development opportunities? 

The quantitative data were subjected to the same statistical analyses (i.e., descriptive statistics, t-tests, 

ANOVAs, correlations) that were conducted for the second article.  Again, the qualitative data from 

the questionnaires and interviews were coded both deductively and inductively.  
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Positionality 

 While writing this dissertation, I was a graduate student myself and had been a TA for seven 

years at two different universities.  Before entering my PhD program in Second Language Acquisition 

and Teaching (SLAT), I completed an MA in French Literature.  While pursuing a PhD, in addition to 

teaching French, I had the opportunity to be a TA in other non-FL departments.  I also taught part of a 

methods course for first-year students in French Literature and an online SLA theory course for 

aspiring K-12 teachers.  In my future career in academia, I will continue to teach classes to future FL 

instructors. 

 My emic perspective influences how I conducted this study, but I consider it to be a strength for 

several reasons.  First of all, I had access to many listservs, language associations, and personal 

connections for potential participants.  As a peer, I was particularly sensitive to TAs’ experiences in 

their departments and on the job market.  Finally, and most importantly, as a graduate student insider 

in a FL department, I have gained an intimate understanding of TAs’ roles and duties.  I know how 

they prepare for their jobs and the challenges they face by being both instructors and students.  

Additionally, I have seen or experienced many forms of professional development myself.  I have 

witnessed the political dynamics that occur in academia and understand graduate students’ positions in 

FL departments.  
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CHAPTER 2: PRESENT STUDY 

 This chapter outlines the theoretical framework, methods for data collection and analysis, 

participants, and findings of this dissertation.  In the conclusion, future directions in TA research will 

be provided.  As this chapter is only a summary, details about each study can be found in the 

appendices. 

Theoretical Framework 

 The field of Second Language Acquisition (SLA) has recently taken a “striking sociocultural 

turn” (Magnan, 2004, p. 99).  Sociocultural theory (SCT) claims that “learning is not the 

straightforward appropriation of skills or knowledge from the outside in, but the progressive movement 

from external, socially mediated activity to internal meditational control by individual learners” 

(Johnson, 2009, p. 2).  Espousing this approach necessarily implies that teacher education is not a 

question of simply transmitting skills or knowledge.  A sociocultural approach to teacher education 

revolves around social interactions, including collaborations, discussions (both online and face-to-

face), and critical reflection.  Interactions with experts, such as mentors, are particularly important 

because their guidance helps a teacher learner accomplish or know more than he or should would 

alone.  Eventually, teacher learners internalize the material they are learning and are able to make 

“informed decisions in the particularity of the individual classroom” (Pfeiffer, 2002). 

Methods 

Measures and Data Collection 

 The data for this study were collected from three principal sources: syllabi, questionnaires, and 

interviews.  In order to gain an insight into the most common avenue of teacher professional 

development (i.e., the teaching methods course), syllabi were solicited from listserv members of 

various relevant organizations (e.g., the American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages), 

personal connections, and participants of other phases of this study.  Publicly available syllabi on the 

Internet were also collected.  Because this study focuses on the context of TA professional 
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development in the wake of the 2007 MLA report, only syllabi from classes that were conducted for 

TAs post-2007 were included in the analysis.  After the syllabi were collected, the researcher looked at 

the websites of each of the programs wherein these methods courses were taught in order to find more 

contextual information, such as the degree and specialty of the instructor, the degrees pursued by the 

TAs, degree requirements, and other opportunities to learn about CALL in the department. 

 TAs (N = 94) working in FL departments across the country completed online questionnaires.2  

The questionnaire included sections about biographical data, education, work, and professional 

development experiences.  The biographical, educational, and work-related questions provided 

descriptive statistics of the participants and made it possible to compare the preferences and 

experiences of different subsamples of the participants.  The professional development questions asked 

about the availability, frequency of use, and perceived helpfulness of a variety of professional 

development opportunities related to teaching.  Several open-ended questions explored constraints 

preventing TAs from participating in certain professional development opportunities, suggestions for 

improving teacher development, and elements that TAs considered to be helpful in each professional 

development opportunity.  Online questionnaires permitted data to be collected quickly from TAs 

across the United States.  The questionnaires were created using the DatStat Illume software 

(http://www.datstat.com/survey-research-software) and varied in length depending on how TAs 

answered certain questions (e.g., if a TA selected that an activity was very or extremely helpful, an 

addition question appeared that asked the TA to specify what was helpful).  In general, the 

questionnaires took less than twenty minutes to complete and were made live for a period of 

approximately three months during the 2012-2013 academic year. 

 The third data source of data was follow-up interviews.  Interview participants were self-

selected from TAs who had completed the questionnaire.  The interviews were semi-structured 
                                                
2 Language Program Directors/Coordinators (N =29), Directors of Graduate Study (N = 7), and FL Faculty (N = 10) also 
completed similar questionnaires, but for the purposes of this dissertation, only the data from the TAs were retained. 
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recorded Skype interviews (audio only) that lasted approximately twenty minutes.  This format 

allowed participants to give further details about their questionnaire responses and permitted the 

researcher to ask more questions about elements of professional development that were not covered in 

the questionnaire, such as mentoring and the impact of teaching evaluations.  To link the anonymous 

and confidential questionnaire data to the interviews, participants created a self generated identification 

code (Kearney, Hopkins, Mauss, & Weisheit, 1984) using personal information that they could easily 

remember but had no inherent meaning to the researcher.  Each recorded interview was then 

transcribed by the researcher. 

Data Analysis 

The qualitative data in the study (i.e., syllabi, comments in the questionnaires, interviews) were 

coded deductively based on specific aspects of the research questions, as well as inductively for themes 

that arose from the data.  After coding the data once, all documents were re-coded with the complete 

list of codes.  See Table 2.1 for the deductive codes that were used and some examples.  It is important 

to note that the codes are not mutually exclusive and therefore they sometimes overlap.  For example, 

in teaching methods courses that used an online textbook, students learned about technology while 

learning through technology. 

 

Table 2.1 
Deductive Codes Used for Qualitative Data 
Article Research Question Example of Relevant Excerpt Code 

1 

To what extent is 
technology taught about 
or through in FL 
methods courses?  

Calendar: “CLASS 11: Teaching with 
technology”  About 

Grading: “Twitter discussions – 10% 
This semester, you will use Twitter to stay 
connected with your classmates.” 

Use 

2 
What do TAs say they 
need to be successful as 
teachers? 

Questionnaire: “They should be creative and 
innovative and energetic” Now  

Interview: “I see myself working with the same 
level of students, so I think it’s going to be 
about the same, but I would hope that if I could 
work at a higher level that there is some content 
and working on a new syllabus” 

Future 
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2 

Why do they not 
participate in certain 
professional 
development 
opportunities? 

Questionnaire: “There is no financial support 
for [attending conferences on language learning 
and teaching] in our department unless you are 
presenting a paper” 

Constraint  

3 

What recommendations 
do TAs have for 
improved professional 
development 
opportunities? 

Interview: “I think that it would be good if they 
had more... thorough observation procedures so 
that you can have a chance to have face to face 
feedback from somebody who observed you” 

Recommen-  
dation 

    
 

The questionnaire data were subject to a variety of quantitative analyses [i.e., descriptive 

statistics, t-tests, analyses of variance (ANOVAs), correlations] to answer the research questions.  

Means were calculated to determine availability, frequency of use, and perceived helpfulness for each 

professional development opportunity.  The researcher conducted t-tests for paired samples to find 

differences in frequency of use, and perceived helpfulness for each professional development 

opportunities for several between-subjects factors: university type, gender, teacher language, classes 

taught, and degree sought.  Between-subjects ANOVAs were conducted to determine differences in 

frequency of use and perceived helpfulness across several variables: discipline, language, and 

university size.  Finally, correlations were used to determine if there were relationships between 

frequency of use and/or perceived helpfulness and the variables of age, years of graduate school 

completed, and years of teaching experience.  See Table 2.2 for an outline of the quantitative analyses 

conducted. 

Table 2.2 
Quantitative Analyses Conducted 

Research Question Measure Analyses 
Which internal and 
external professional 
development 
opportunities do TAs 
avail themselves of? 

Frequency of use 

-Descriptive statistics 
 
-t-tests 
  -University type (public vs. private) 
  -Gender (male vs. female) 
  -Teacher language (non-native speaker vs. 
native speaker) 
  -Citizenship (American TAs vs. International 
TAs) 
  -Classes taught (beginning/intermediate classes 

What do TAs say they 
need to be successful 
as teachers? 

Importance of 
professional 
development 
opportunity to current 
position 
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Importance of 
professional 
development 
opportunity to future 
position 

only vs. advanced classes) 
  -Degree sought (MA vs. PhD) 
 
-Between-subjects ANOVAs 
 - University size (based on undergraduate 
population) 
  -Program of study (Literature/Culture vs. 
Linguistics vs. Applied Linguistics)  
  -Language of the classes taught 
(Spanish/Portuguese vs. French/Italian vs. 
German vs. Less Commonly-Taught Languages) 
 
-Correlation 
  -Age 
  -Years of experience teaching 
  -Years in graduate school 

What professional 
development 
opportunities do TAs 
report as helpful to 
prepare them for their 
current and future 
teaching roles?  

Perceived usefulness 

   
 

 

To consider professional development more generally, four composite variables (i.e., “Classes,” 

“Workshops,” “Research-related activities,” “Observations”) were created by combining individual 

professional development opportunities, except student evaluations.  The same analyses that were 

conducted for individual professional development opportunities (see Table 2.2) were also used for the 

composite variables. 

Participants 

 Teaching methods course syllabi.  After eliminating syllabi from teaching methods courses 

aimed at preparing K-12 FL teachers and any syllabi from courses conducted prior to the publication of 

the 2007 MLA report, 31 syllabi remained for inclusion in the first article.  The syllabi were from 29 

universities in 22 states and the District of Columbia.   

 Questionnaires.  In order to complete a questionnaire, participants had to be working in an FL 

department in the United States as a TA.  

 TAs who completed the questionnaire (N = 94) were on average 29.8 years old (SD = 5.67), 

and they had been teaching at an American university for an average of 3.2 years (SD = 2.86).  They 

attended 27 different universities (20 public and 7 private) and taught courses in 11 different 

languages.  Seven students (7.4%) taught classes in more than one FL.  Not surprisingly, almost two-
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thirds of the TAs had never taught content classes or language beyond the elementary and/or 

intermediate level.  See Table 2.3 for a description of the TAs that completed questionnaires. 

 Follow-up interviews.  Of the 94 TAs who had completed questionnaires, 25 (26.6%) agreed 

to be contacted for follow-up interviews, and 16 (17.0%) completed interviews.  Pseudonyms were 

used in order to protect participants’ identities.  Among the interview participants, there were 5 men 

(31%) and 11 women (69%), with an average age of 31.6 years (SD = 6.1).  Three TAs (18.8%) were 

MA students, while the remaining 13 graduate students (81.2%) were pursuing a PhD.  They studied 

Literature (n = 3), Hispanic Linguistics (n = 4), and Applied Linguistics (n = 9).  Four (25%) were 

non-US citizens.  The TAs taught classes in Spanish (n = 12), German (n = 2), Portuguese (n = 2), and 

French (n = 2), with two TAs (12.5%) teaching classes in more than one FL.  They had completed on 

average 4.9 years of graduate school, ranging from less than a year to more than 10 years.  It is 

Table 2.3  
Description of TAs 
  Number (Percent) 
Gender  
     Male 28 (30) 
     Female 66 (70) 
Degree Pursued  
     MA 32 (34) 
     PhD 62 (66) 
Specialty  
     Literature/Cultural Studies 46 (49) 
     Linguistics 23 (24) 
     Applied Linguistics 25 (27) 
US Citizen  
     No  30 (32) 
     Yes 64 (68) 
Where TAs See Themselves Working in the Future 
     Research Institution 24 (26) 
     Liberal Arts College 46 (49) 
     Community College 4 (4) 
     Business/Government/Non-profit 7 (7) 
     Other 13 (14) 
Note.  Most students in Applied Linguistics were in programs outside of FL departments.  Only 
three were in Applied Linguistics tracts within FL departments. 
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noteworthy that all interview participants worked at public universities because none of the 

questionnaire participants from private institutions volunteered to be interviewed.   

Findings 

LEARNING “ABOUT” AND “THROUGH” TECHNOLOGY: AN ANALYSIS OF SYLLABI 
FROM FOREIGN LANGUAGE TEACHING METHODS COURSES  
 
Research Questions: What features typify the programs and methods courses that address 

technology for TAs?  To what extent is technology taught about or through in FL methods 

courses? 

 Two classes (6.5%) were taught by instructors with MAs, and the remaining courses (93.5%) 

were taught by PhDs.  Sixteen (51.6%) courses were for TAs who taught the same language, whereas 

the other 15 (48.4%) enrolled TAs who spoke different languages.  All of the methods courses were 

mandatory, but this requirement was almost always waived for TAs who had completed a similar 

course at another institution.  Although a few departments also offered courses in technology, they 

were not required, so the methods course might be the only opportunity for TAs to receive formal 

instruction about computer-assisted language learning (CALL). 

All syllabi in this study made at least one reference to technology, although the extent to which 

technology was used and learned about varied greatly.  The syllabi favored using technology instead of 

just learning about it.  Only 5 syllabi (16.1%) had more instances of learning about technology than 

using it.  For one of the courses that had an even number of learning about and using technology, it is 

important to note that it actually included no opportunities for the TAs enrolled in the class to learn 

about or use technology.  The only references to technology in the syllabus were forbidding students to 

use it to submit assignments.  For a breakdown of the focus of the syllabi, see Table 2.4. 
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Table 2.4  
Focus of Syllabi 

 Number of Syllabi 
All Learning “About” Technology 0 (0.0%) 
Primarily Learning “About” Technology 5 (16.1%) 
Even 4 (12.9%) 
Primarily Learning “Through” Technology 20 (64.5%) 
All Learning “Through” Technology 2 (6.5%) 
  

 

Learning about technology.  Students learned about technology via readings (i.e., articles and 

chapters in textbooks) and thematic units.  The most used textbook, Teaching Language in Context 

(Omaggio-Hadley, 2001), did not have a specific section of the book dedicated to CALL, but it does 

include video and audio from time to time.  However, cassette tapes, videotapes, and slides are 

outdated technologies.  Nine syllabi (29%) used the textbook, Communication Language Teaching in 

Action: Putting Principles to Work (Brandl, 2008), that included Internet-based reading and listening 

activities and a whole chapter about using audio and video.  The third most common “textbook,” 

Foreign Language Teaching Methods (Blyth, 2010), was  actually a set of completely online modules 

that had a unit dedicated to CALL, so TAs use technology to learn about technology.  The rest of the 

textbooks had few references to technology. 

Fourteen syllabi (45.2%) included thematic units about technology into the course calendar, 

and eight (25.8%) included a unit about video.  These units were typically in the second half of the 

semester and lasted from four class periods to less than one class period.  There was a tendency for 

classes with a mixture of TA languages to include technology, whereas methods courses whose TAs all 

taught the same language more often had no units about technology on the calendar. 

Table 2.5    
Technology in the Course Calendar 

 Syllabi  Single language classes 
None 9 (29.0%)  7 (77.8%) 
Video only 8 (25.8%)  4 (50.0%) 
Technology 14 (45.2)  5 (35.7%) 
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The syllabus that exhibited the most instances of learning about technology was from a class for 

Spanish MA students and undergraduate students who were interested in teaching.  Technology started 

appearing on the course calendar the second day of class and was present every day but three.  

Whenever teachers learned about using a skill in class, technological tools were listed on the syllabus 

that could help TAs teach that skill.  

Learning through technology.  Web 1.0 tools prevailed, and the technology was generally not 

used in novel ways.  The most commonly used piece of technology was course management software 

(used by 27 courses), which was where course documents were kept.  Thirteen syllabi (42%) employed 

tools (blogs and discussion boards) to facilitate discussion and reflection about teaching experiences 

and course material.  Not surprisingly, the course that used technology the most was a completely 

online course for TAs who taught a variety of languages.  See Table 2.6 for a list of the main tools 

present in the methods courses of this study and how they were used.   
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Table 2.6     
Uses of Technology   

Technology 
used 

 Number of 
syllabi in 
which the 

technology is 
used 

 

Purpose 

Course 
Management 
System 

 

27 (87.1%) 

 To store course documents (syllabi, rubrics, 
assignments, articles, etc.); calculate/display grades; 
chat; use discussion boards; submit assignments; 
interact with a partner class; take quizzes; share 
teaching materials with classmates 

     

Video  15 (48.4%)  To record TAs teaching so they can conduct a self 
observation and teaching reflection 

     

Blogs 

 

8 (26.8%) 

 To post article summaries; discuss classroom 
experiences and readings publicly or privately; 
prepare for classroom discussion; interact with 
classmates and professionals in the field; post 
teaching activities and language websites;  

     

PowerPoint 
 

7 (22.6%) 
 To present summaries and critical commentaries of 

scholarly articles; use as part of a lesson in an 
instructional unit 

     
Discussion 
forum 

 5 (16.1%)  Same as blogs; amass list of frequently asked 
questions 

     

E-Portfolio  3 (9.7%)  To show evidence of teacher knowledge and 
reflective teaching 

     
Skype  2 (6.5%)  To meet with the professor for office hours 
     

Twitter 
 

1 (3.2%) 
 To network; share teaching practices, ideas, 

classroom experiences, and links about language 
teaching/learning  

     

Virtual World  1 (3.2%)  To provide TAs with the flexibility to complete the 
classroom activities from a different locations 

     
Voice board  1 (3.2%)  To discuss readings and topics raised in class  
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SAYING VS. DOING: A DOUBLE STANDARD IN THE PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT 
OF FOREIGN LANGUAGE TEACHING ASSISTANTS  
 
Research Questions: What do TAs say they need to be successful as teachers?  Which internal 

and external professional development opportunities do TAs avail themselves of?  Why do they 

not participate in certain professional development opportunities? 

 TAs’ responses to the first question in could be organized into Freeman’s (1989) four 

categories of what a teacher must have: knowledge, skills, attitude, and awareness.  For examples of 

their responses, see Table 2.7. 

Table 2.7 
Examples of the Knowledge, Skills, Attitudes, and Awareness that TAs Need to be Successful  
Freeman’s 

(1989) 
Component 

Definition Examples 

Knowledge The subject matter; the 
“what of teaching” (p. 33) 

“I think we need to have a good knowledge of the subject 
matter in terms of just the language and how it works, as 
well as the culture and not just the food, festival and 
whatever, that type of culture but also the more subtle or 
maybe deeper ways that culture functions.” (Paula) 

Skills The “how of teaching” (p. 
33) 

“Knowing how to encourage students to interact with one 
another and feel safe to do that” (Cristina) 
 
“Being able to the use the foreign language more 
efficiently in the classroom” (Katarina) 
 
“Make very clear the expectations and the goals for that 
class.” (Patricia) 

Attitudes 

The “stance one adopts 
toward oneself, the 
activity of teaching, and 
the learners one engages” 
(p. 33) 

“Really enjoying what you do, being thankful for the great 
students that we have” (Ana)  
 
“Trying to balance having a good relationship with the 
student but you also want to be the authority figure, you 
have to be the teacher, the instructor, the person who they 
respect and treat with respect” (Katarina) 

Awareness 

The “capacity to recognize 
and monitor the attention 
one is giving or has given 
to something” (p. 33). 

“Really pay attention to the vibe that you get in class.  If 
something’s not working, ask students what isn’t working 
and what can you do to make it better” (Daniel) 
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“Attitudes” was the category that was most often mentioned by the TAs, but the numerous comments 

about knowledge, skills, attitudes, and awareness reveal that TAs considered their jobs to be 

demanding and multifaceted. 

 In general, the TAs stated that for the most part, the four components above would still be 

important in their future careers.  The aspect that seemed to be the most different was “knowledge.”  

Ana, a very experienced TA, stated, “I don’t think that teacher knowledge is something that’s static.  It 

moves.”  Sophie, a TA who also had considerable experience, agreed:  

I don’t think I’ll be teaching beginning French for the rest of my life so I think that the 

pedagogical knowledge and the content knowledge will be different for different courses that I 

teach.  I think a lot of the skills are transferable but the knowledge is specific to the course.  

There’s some overlap, but whatever job I go to, there will be things that are specific to that job 

as well. 

Additionally, according to some TAs, the necessary “skills” will be different when they are a 

professor.  For example, an MA student in Spanish Linguistics, David, thought he would need to be 

able to manage a different classroom dynamic and be more “rigid” when he teaches a large lecture 

class in the future. 

When asked to rate the importance of 11 professional development opportunities to their 

current and future teaching roles on a scale ranging from 0 (Not at all helpful) to 4 (Extremely helpful), 

the TAs in this sample chose "Collaborating in teaching courses" (M = 3.06, SD = 1.05), "Reading 

research about language teaching and learning" (M = 2.89, SD = 1.13), and "Assembling a teaching 

portfolio" (M = 2.81, SD = 1.23) as the top three professional development opportunities, regardless of 

the moment in a graduate student's career.  Overall, the activities that the TAs valued least were 

"Serving on departmental or university committees" (M = 2.14, SD =1.25), "Presenting papers/posters 

at conferences about language teaching and learning" (M = 2.15, SD = 1.40), "Attending conferences 
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about teaching" (M = 2.24, SD = 1.40), and "Publishing articles about language teaching and learning" 

(M = 2.27, SD = 1.41).  See Table 2.8 for means and standard deviations. 

Table 2.8        
Reported Importance of Professional Development for Current and Future Teaching 
Positions 
  Now  Future  Overall 
  M (SD)  M (SD)  M (SD) 
          
Collaborating in teaching   2.95 (1.14)  3.17 (.94)  3.06 (1.05) 
           
Reading current research on 
language teaching and learning 

 2.72 (1.24)  3.07 (.98)  2.89 (1.13) 

          
Assembling a teaching portfolio  2.52 (1.3)  3.13 (1.07)  2.81 (1.23) 
          
Taking writing workshops to 
improve research / writing skills 

 2.43 (1.23)  2.79 (1.07)  2.61 (1.17) 

          
Collaborating on presentations, 
articles, or projects about language 
teaching and learning 

 
2.41 (1.37)  2.95 (1.13) 

 
2.62 (1.27) 

          
Being a member of organizations 
about language teaching and 
learning 

 
2.33 (1.37)  2.91 (1.11) 

 
2.62 (1.27) 

          
Conducting action research  2.28 (1.27)  2.74 (1.18)  2.51 (1.24) 
          
Presenting papers/posters about 
language teaching and learning 

 2.03 (1.39)  2.27 (1.41)  2.15 (1.40) 

          
Publishing articles about language 
teaching and learning 

 2.02 (1.40)  2.51 (1.39)  2.27 (1.41) 

          
Attending conferences about 
teaching 

 1.99 (1.41)  2.51 (1.35)  2.24 (1.40) 

          
Serving on departmental or 
university committees 

 1.80 (1.24)  2.47 (1.18)  2.14 (1.25) 
 

TAs were asked to select if they had participated in each activity at least once.  Interestingly, a 

discrepancy was found between the number of TAs who considered the activity to be important to their 

current teaching role and the number of TAs who had participated in the activity.  The greatest 

differences were found for the following professional development opportunities: attending 
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conferences about language teaching and learning (24 TAs), collaborating in teaching classes (16 

TAs), publishing about language teaching and learning (19 TAs).  In most cases, more TAs considered 

a professional development opportunity to be important than participated in it.  However, more TAs 

attended conferences about language teaching and learning and gave presentations or posters about 

language teaching and learning than those who valued their contribution to their preparation as 

teachers.  See Table 2.9 for the numbers of TAs who considered each professional development to 

have an important contribution to their preparation as TAs and the number of TAs who participated at 

least once in each activity. 

Table 2.9 
Perceived Value and Participation 
 TAs who considered the 

activity to have an important 
contribution toward their 
preparation as teachers 

 TAs who 
participated in 
the activity at 

least once 
Reading current research on 
language teaching and learning 62 (66%)  58 (62%) 

    
Collaborating in teaching 58 (62%)  42 (45%) 
    
Assembling a teaching portfolio 52 (55%)  44 (47%) 
    
Being a member of organizations 
about language teaching and 
learning 

41 (43%)	    29 (31%) 

    
Collaborating on presentations, 
articles, or projects about 
language teaching and learning 

41 (43%)  29 (31%) 

    
Taking writing workshops to 
improve research / writing skills 41 (43%)	    28 (30%) 

    
Attending conferences about 
teaching 36 (38%)  60 (64%) 

    
Presenting papers/posters about 
language teaching and learning 33 (35%)  48 (51%) 

    
Conducting action research 33 (35%)  20 (21%) 
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Serving on departmental or 
university committees 32 (34%)  24 (26%) 

    
Publishing articles about language 
teaching and learning 29 (30%)  10 (11%) 
Note. To determine how many students considered each professional development opportunity to be 
important to their preparation as teachers regardless of time in teaching career, the sum of TAs who 
selected “Very” and “Extremely” important in the present and the sum of TAs who selected “Very” and 
“Extremely” important in the future were averaged together. 

 

  “Teaching methods course” (M = 2.93, SD = .37), “End-of-term student evaluations” (M = 

2.87, SD = .53), and “Pre-service Workshops/Orientation” (M = 2.66, SD = .70), all required for most 

TAs, were not surprisingly the most frequently used options.  On the opposite end of the spectrum, the 

least frequently used professional development opportunities were “Workshops/Webinars organized by 

the textbook publisher” (M = 1.07, SD = 1.11), “Videotaped teaching observations” (M = .83, SD = 

.97), and “Teaching observations by other faculty” (M = .66, SD = 1.05).  See Figure 2.1 for frequency 

of use by TAs.  

 

 
Figure 2.1 Average reported frequency of use of professional development opportunities 
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 Because TAs reported that “reading current research about language teaching and learning” had 

an important contribution to their preparation as teachers, statistical analyses were conducted for 

research-related activities.  Differences were found in the reported frequency of use of certain 

professional development opportunities between different sub-groups within the TA sample.  PhD 

students, International TAs (ITAs), experienced TAs, and students in Applied Linguistics used certain 

research-related professional development opportunities more often than their colleagues.  

 TAs cited various reasons why they did not participate in certain professional development 

opportunities.  Finances, disinterest, lack of perceived relevance to one’s teaching context or research 

interest, lack of program requirements, and time were the most common excuses, with “time” being the 

most popular.  Other reasons for not participating are perhaps due to TAs not knowing what a 

professional development was, not knowing if it were available, not realizing its potential, or 

participating for reasons other than teacher preparation.   

FROM THE “FRONT LINES”: FOREIGN LANGUAGE TEACHING ASSISTANTS’ 
PERCEPTIONS OF THEIR PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT AND PREPAREDNESS AS 
FUTURE FACULTY 
 
Research Questions: What professional development opportunities do TAs report as helpful to 

prepare them for their current and future teaching roles?  What recommendations do TAs have 

for improved professional development opportunities? 

 “Follow-up meetings after observations” (M = 3.20, SD = .93), “Additional pedagogy or 

language classes” (M = 3.09, SD = .92), and “Peer teaching observations” (M = 2.91, SD = 1.13) were 

selected by TAs as the most helpful professional development opportunities.  The three least helpful 

opportunities according to TAs were “Workshops/Webinars organized by the textbook publisher” (M = 

1.94, SD = 1.13), “Pre-service orientation or workshops” (M = 2.19, SD = 1.17), and “Listservs about 

language learning and teaching” (M = 2.18, SD = .89).  See Figure 2.2 for mean values of all 

professional development opportunities. 
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Figure 2.2. Average perceived helpfulness of professional development opportunities 

 In terms of the most common professional development activities, differences in perceived 

helpfulness were found between different sub-groups within the TA sample: International TAs versus 

TAs from the United States, TAs who taught their native language versus those who taught their L2, 

and novice TAs versus experienced TAs.  There were no significant differences for the between-

subjects variables of gender, program type, language taught, degree pursued, or university size. 

 Only TAs’ recommendations about the three most often used professional development 

opportunities were presented in the article: the methods course, orientations/meetings, and end-of-term 

student evaluations.  

The methods course.  All 16 of the interviewed TAs had completed a methods course, and 

some even considered it to be the most helpful professional development opportunity for them.  A 

popular assignment in these courses that TAs particularly appreciated was conducting observations, of 

other teachers and themselves by videotaping their own teaching.  Considering TAs’ full schedules, it 

is not surprising that most TAs did not continue these observations after the course finished.  
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In addition to incorporating other valuable professional development opportunities into the 

teaching methods course and making them required elements, TAs also stressed the importance of 

practicality, particularly regarding how theory and research about language teaching and learning are 

included in the curriculum: 

I definitely see the value of having theory and the theory connecting to practice, but sometimes, 

in some classes or even listening to some presentations, when a person is talking about just 

research or just theory of language acquisition, for example, I understand that some people 

focus on that but personally I want to know ‘Ok, so what? How can that help me as a language 

teacher and as a language learner?’  Instead of just the theory, the hard research. I think we 

need to have the connection.” (Sophie, interview) 

 Student evaluations.  The degree of seriousness with which TAs regarded their student 

evaluations varied from “very, very seriously” (Alejandro, a first-year student in Spanish Linguistics) 

to Paula, a PhD candidate in Second Language Acquisition, not looking at hers at all.  To improve the 

student evaluation process, TAs recommended having additional evaluations partway through the 

semester in order to better serve the current students in the class.  TAs also recommended making 

student commentary available for their review and requiring the department to be transparent about 

how these evaluations influence hiring and renewal decisions.  One TA even suggested using student 

evaluation data as a factor in re-hiring. 

 Orientations/Meetings.  Most of the TAs who were interviewed had participated in at least 

one fall orientation meeting or on-going meeting, but in general, they viewed these as logistical 

meetings, rather than as professional development opportunities, and had more negative than positive 

things to say. 

  To improve these required meetings, TAs recommended separate meetings for TAs teaching 

different classes.  They also wanted a time to give feedback, brainstorm, and share best practices.  In 

order to cover the logistical material that seemed to be the main purpose for the meetings yet still 
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provide teacher education, Sophie, a TA who had worked at several universities, suggested more 

frequent meetings, while Paula suggested prolonging the meetings.  On the other hand, David, an MA 

student in Spanish Linguistics, expressed apprehension about taking more time away from his studies: 

On the one hand, it would be nice for there to be a structured place where we can discuss in 

depth some of the more challenging pedagogical issues that come up in the second language 

classroom but at the same time with all the other requirements on my time I’m not sure that I 

would even necessarily be able to take advantage of some of that because I sort of feel like 

more often than not even when there is a great workshop or something that comes up and it’s 

sort of random usually but even if something like that does come up it seems like I have to 

choose between doing that and reading for a class or starting my own research and that sort of 

thing so I guess that the big thing I see is that yes, it would be nice if there were more 

structured resources out there to help us, but at the same time until we restructure what a 

graduate student’s responsibilities are, it’s going to be very difficult for most of us to take 

advantage of a lot of that stuff.  

In summary, TAs had countless perceived needs and desires, which differed over time and 

across TAs.  While some felt prepared to teach, the fact that all TAs had multiple suggestions for 

enhancing professional development is a strong indication that the current state of professional 

development can be improved.  Furthermore, the primary means to prepare teachers have missed 

opportunities to meet TAs’ needs, such as the methods course, which generally failed to provide 

“substantive training . . . in the use of new technologies” (MLA, 2007, p. 7).  

Limitations 

Each phase in this study used methods with their own disadvantages that must taken into 

consideration. 
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Syllabi 

Syllabi exist for every university course, and they serve as contracts that provide the teacher 

expectations and what the instructor intends the course to be like.  These documents were therefore 

chosen because they help understand many FL methods courses without having to travel across the 

United States to observe them in person.  The syllabi make up a sample of convenience and were 

therefore not randomly selected because the collection used in this dissertation is the result of generous 

professors and students who submitted their syllabi via email or made them available on the Internet.  

Furthermore, they constitute a non-representative sample of research universities and Romance 

languages.  It is therefore impossible to generalize to all teaching methods courses, but this dissertation 

does start to uncover some trends. 

The biggest problem posed by this data source is the inability to have a clear understanding 

about what each teaching methods course was actually like, without observing or participating in it.  

The only data about the course came from the syllabi, so the image given of each course was limited to 

the details provided by the instructors.  Although some syllabi were lengthy, providing objectives, 

grading rubrics, prompts, and expectations, others only briefly explained the course.  Lack of detail in 

a syllabus makes it difficult to envision the methods course and the role of technology within it.  For 

example, if an instructor does not clearly outline what a blogging assignment is like (e.g., prompts and 

grading rubrics), it is challenging to know if the blog was just a tool used to summarize a course 

reading or if the TAs were asked to use it in deeper ways (e.g., using it for reflection or collaboration).   

Questionnaires 

 Online questionnaires made it possible to quickly collect a lot of data from TAs across the 

country.  Like the syllabi used in the first article of this dissertation, however, the participants in the 

questionnaire phase of this study do not represent a random sample.  The TAs who completed 

questionnaires were self-selected, and it is impossible to know their motivations for participating in 

this study.  It is probable that some wanted to help a graduate student with her dissertation research – 
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no matter the topic, while others might have been interested in the subject, especially considering this 

study’s primary methods of participant recruitment (i.e., listservs for organizations related to language 

teaching and learning).  In order to reach out to participants who were not subscribed to listservs about 

language teaching and learning, the researcher contacted potential participants whose programs, 

positions, and research interests might not necessarily correspond with the aims of this study.  For 

example, many potential participants studying FL Literature were contacted under the assumption that 

their programs do not emphasize the professional development of graduate students as teachers.  In 

addition, because of the tendency for participants with shared research interests to be in the same 

programs and departments, there was clustering in the data (i.e., groups of students from the same 

universities completed the questionnaire).  This does not pose a problem for the statistical analyses 

because these participants actually had varied professional development experiences, contrary to what 

their shared graduate programs would suggest.  They had completed the majority of their professional 

development (i.e., their teaching methods course and initial years of teaching) at their previous 

institutions, which differed greatly. 

Again, questionnaires provide a simplified and superficial understanding of the participants’ 

experiences and opinions.  Participants risk misinterpreting questions or rushing through their answers.  

Because these questionnaires were quite lengthy and could become longer depending on the 

participants’ answers, questions at the end of the questionnaire could have been glossed over if a 

participant felt tired, bored, or hurried.  Additionally, because all questions required an answer in order 

to continue the questionnaire, some participants could have aborted the questionnaire altogether if they 

felt uncomfortable answering a certain question or were pressed for time.  The impersonal nature of 

this method of data collection could cause some participants to hurry or provide few details because 

they do not have a personal stake in the study or have any interactions with the researcher.  Finally, the 

nature of the questions and their potential to make a participant feel inadequate about their professional 
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development could cause a participant to answer inaccurately in order to save face or show their 

program in a better light. 

Interviews 

 As with the other data collection methods, the experiences of the TAs that were interviewed 

cannot be generalized to other TAs.  They were conducted to uncover the range of experiences, to give 

a voice to TAs, and to clarify and expand upon questionnaire data.  Despite using pseudonyms to 

protect identities and only taking advantage of the audio capacity of Skype, it is possible that some 

participants felt uncomfortable being frank about their professional development.  It was also 

challenging to get a complete picture of their experiences because the researcher had sometimes not 

observed or participated in the same professional development opportunities that the TAs had 

completed.  Although interviews permit the researcher to ask follow-up questions or clarifications, 

time limited the length of the interviews. 

 Additionally, there was a marked lack of participation from certain participant groups: TAs in 

Less-Commonly Taught Languages (LCTL),, graduate students in Literature, and graduate students at 

private institutions.  The lack of participation in the interview stage of this study is due to the fact that 

few LCTL TAs and TAs at private universities completed questionnaires, which obviously influenced 

how many reached the webpage where they were asked to volunteer for a follow-up interview.  Why 

they did not complete questionnaires could be the result of time constraints or it could be indicative of 

their attitude towards teaching or their own professional development (e.g., disinterest or inadequacy). 

 Despite these limitations, using the chosen methods of data collection and participant 

recruitment made it possible to examine a range of TA experiences and opinions from across the 

United States.  

Future Directions in TA Research 

 Given the findings of this study and its limitations, many aspects of TA professional 

development still merit further research, both in the form of quantitative studies, as emphasized by 
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Allen & Negueruela-Azarola (2010), and in qualitative studies.  Since the teaching methods course has 

been and continues to be the most popular approach to teacher development, it is important to look at it 

more closely.  More syllabi should be collected and analyzed, particularly syllabi from groups that 

were unavailable for this study (i.e., private institutions and classes for TAs of LCTL).  Private 

universities might have different resources or expectations for their TAs that should be explored, and 

LCTL TAs inarguably have different challenges to surmount in the language classroom than TAs of 

other languages, which could influence what is taught or learned in the methods course. 

 In addition to collecting more syllabi, steps should be taken to acquire a more detailed picture 

of the FL teaching methods course.  For example, observations, assignments completed by the TAs, 

and teaching journals would provide a clearer understanding of how technology is used in the class and 

how TAs internalize and apply what they learn.  Going further, this data could be supplemented by 

classroom observations (in person or recorded) with stimulated recall (Calderhead, 1981).  Since 

feedback in the present study’s questionnaire was limited to what TAs found effective about specific 

professional development opportunities, it would also be helpful to take a similar approach to other 

professional development opportunities not included in the present study: reading what the 

professional development opportunity claims to provide, observing the professional development 

opportunity, and seeing if and how the TAs implement ideas from the professional development 

opportunities in their own language classrooms. 

 Mentor relationships were only touched on briefly in this study, when TAs were asked about 

mentoring and whom they would contact if they had questions about teaching or research.  Their 

responses prompted explanations about the complicated relationships and hierarchical structures even 

more complicated than the language-literature divide that was discussed in the 2007 MLA report.  In 

addition to examining the nature of these relationships, power issues and hierarchy in FL departments 

should be considered, as they influence which professional development opportunities are offered and 

taken advantage of. 
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 More participation from TAs who teach LCTLs, who study Literature, and who attend private 

institutions would also be valuable to reaching a more complete understanding of TA professional 

development.  Their viewpoints were neglected in this study, not by choice, but by lack of 

participation.  These TAs might have different requirements or expectations about teacher 

development which should be explored, as these are not small populations of students.  Additionally, 

including more voices of Literature or Linguistics students could help build the case for increased 

professional development opportunities in programs where traditionally few are offered or at least 

modify existing opportunities to meet the needs of these TAs.  In the present study, a large number of 

TAs who participated in the interviews had more than average amounts of teacher preparation because 

of their personal interest in teaching or the requirements of their degree program.  It is therefore 

challenging to use their experiences to create an argument for increased or modified professional 

development opportunities when they already seem to have participated in more professional 

development opportunities than most TAs. 

 Perhaps the most important step to better understand the professional development of TAs 

would be to not only explore the experiences of current graduate students, but also those of former 

ones: junior FL faculty members and LPDs.  No longer needing to speculate about what knowledge, 

skills, and attitudes, and awareness professors need, FL Faculty are in a better position to reflect upon 

their teacher development.  Since they know what their position entails, they can judge if and in what 

domains their professional development was inadequate.  Unfortunately, for this study, there was 

minimal participation from faculty members, so their data were excluded.  Newly-minted PhDs 

currently holding positions in academia must be contacted to discover what aspects of their recent 

professional development was helpful to them and what they wish they would have done given the 

requirements of their current job.  
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Conclusions 

 Despite the growing complexity of TA professional development and the incorporation of more 

applied linguists and language pedagogy specialists in FL departments, TA professional development 

continues to fall short.  Graduate students often do not receive what they say they need in order to be 

successful in their current roles as TAs and their future roles as FL faculty.  For instance, instead of 

providing “substantive training . . . in the use of new technologies,” as recommended by the MLA 

report (2007, p. 7), methods courses generally prioritize Web 1.0 tools and underuse technology.  This 

dissertation is an attempt to better understand the beliefs, practices, and constraints affecting TA 

professional development.  Various factors, including time, prevented TAs from participating more 

often in professional development.  They had numerous suggestions for improving their professional 

development, including asking to have their voices listened to.  Soliciting feedback from TAs about 

their own preparation as teachers is a small, yet important, step in involving the TAs in the overall 

workings of the department and improving their position as future members of academe. 
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APPENDIX A:  
LEARNING “ABOUT” AND LEARNING “THROUGH” TECHNOLOGY: AN 

ANALYSIS OF SYLLABI FROM FOREIGN LANGUAGE TEACHING METHODS 
COURSES  

 
Abstract 

The 2007 Modern Language Association (MLA) report recommended that foreign language (FL) 

graduate students be provided with “substantive training in language teaching and in the use of 

new technologies” (p. 7).  In the present study, I examined teaching methodology (“methods”) 

course syllabi in order to gauge the extent of professional development in technology after the 

publication of the MLA report.  Using data from methods courses (N = 31), I explored how FL 

Teaching Assistants (TAs) learned about technology and learned through technology and found 

that there were considerable missed opportunities for both.  Data suggest that technology in the 

methods course is not keeping pace with advances in technology and that the methods course 

needs to be rethought. 

 

Keywords: FL teaching methods course, teaching assistants, graduate students, professional 

development, syllabi 
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 The 2007 Modern Language Association (MLA) report “Foreign Language and Higher 

Education: New Structures for a Changed World” urged U.S. collegiate foreign language (FL) 

departments to rethink the content and goals of FL education, and called for a  

unified, four-year curricula that situate language study in cultural, historic, geographic, 

and cross-cultural frames; that systematically incorporate transcultural content and 

translingual reflection at every level; and that organize the major around explicit, 

principled educational goals and expected outcomes.  (p. 5) 

They argued that this curricular transformation can only happen if there is “sustained 

collaboration among all members of the teaching corps,” (p. 7) which is essential if FL 

departments want to remain “valuable academic units central to the humanities and to the 

missions of institutions of higher education” (p. 3) in today’s post-9/11 age of globalization. 

Whereas the 2007 MLA report was very specific about the needed changes in the 

undergraduate curriculum, it was much less so about the implications that such sweeping 

changes necessarily mean for the professional development of the future FL professoriate as 

teachers.  In fact, the report only made two related recommendations: “graduate studies should 

provide substantive training [emphasis added] in language teaching and in the use of new 

technologies” (p. 7) and should “enhance and reward graduate student training . . . in language 

teaching” (p. 8).  This relative lack of attention to graduate student education and Teaching 

Assistants (TAs) was discussed in several articles (e.g., Allen & Negueruela-Azarola, 2010; 

Pfeiffer, 2008; Schechtman & Koser, 2008) published soon after the 2007 MLA report. 

Given the significant role that graduate students play in FL departments now and in the 

future,1 their professional development as instructors is crucial.  By recommending that graduate 

                                                
1 According to an MLA survey on staffing in FL departments, 48% of instructors in doctoral-granting FL 
departments in 1999 were graduate students who were responsible for 40.7% of undergraduate FL courses and 
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studies provide “substantive training . . . in new technologies” (MLA, 2007, p. 7), the ad hoc 

committee implied that graduate students were not already receiving adequate professional 

development in technology.  Rapid advances in computer-assisted language learning (CALL) 

and technology in general require that TAs do more than just read about using technology.  

Instead, TAs must learn how to use new technologies and how to approach technologies that do 

not exist yet.  The present study will therefore examine how TAs learn about and learn through 

technology in the most commonly used professional development opportunity – the methods 

course – in order to better understand current professional development in technology.  

Literature Review 

 TA professional development consists of any or all of the following elements: peer 

observations (Brandl, 2000; Di Donato, 1983; Geyer, 2008), supervisor observations (Di Donato, 

1983), video-taped self-observations (Azevedo, 1990; Geyer, 2008), mentoring (Gonglewski & 

Penningroth, 1998), journaling (Stepp-Greany, 2004), technology training (Arnold, 2013; Lord 

& Lomicka, 2004; Rava & Rossbacher, 1999), collaborative teaching (Magnan, 1987; Stepp-

Greany, 2004), workshops, career portfolios (Dykstra-Pruim, 1998), focus groups of students 

(Brandl, 2000), orientations (Azevedo, 1990; Brandl, 2000; Di Donato, 1983), student 

evaluations (Di Donato, 1983) and, of course, the teaching methods course (Allen, Dupuy, & 

Paesani, n.d.; Arens, 1991; Azevedo, 1990; Barnes-Karol, 2003; Brandl, 2000; Dhonau, 

McAlpine, & Shrum, 2010; Di Donato, 1983; Grosse, 1993; Henderson, 1985; Hlas & Conroy, 

2010; Lalande, 1991; Rankin, 1994; VanValkenburg & Arnett, 2000; Warford, 2003; Wilbur, 
                                                                                                                                                       
57.4% of the first-year FL classes (Laurence, 2001).  Furthermore, many of these teaching assistants (TAs) will 
continue to teach in universities and colleges upon graduation.  Indeed, 46% of students who graduated in 2004 with 
a PhD in FL obtained tenure-track positions while another 34% were hired into non-tenure-stream jobs (Steward, 
2007).  More recently, 94.3% of the candidates who earned a PhD in Foreign Languages and Literatures in 2011 and 
had a job upon graduation were employed in academe (National Science Foundation, 2011).  In other words, not 
only do graduate students play an important role in their current FL departments, but the majority of them will go on 
to teach in other FL departments after they graduate.   
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2007).  While some FL programs create a “haphazard” or “non-systematic” (Dykstra-Pruim, 

1998, p. 2) cocktail of professional development opportunities in order to satisfy the many needs 

of their graduate students, most typically have the following model in place: a pre-service 

workshop followed by a single teaching methods course focused on lower-level language 

instruction, teaching observations, and in-service workshops.  

A Brief History of the FL Teaching Methodology Course 

Schulz (2000) traced discussions of teacher preparation in the Modern Language Journal 

(MLJ) since its beginning in 1916.  She concluded that progress in the area of teacher 

development had been “disappointingly small” (p. 516) and lamented that the issues that have 

preoccupied the profession since the MLJ’s inception are still being discussed today.  When the 

first issue of the MLJ came out, teaching was thought of as an art or innate talent, not a skill that 

could be learned.  However, FL methods courses quickly became a staple in “almost all colleges 

and universities” (Coleman, 1925).  Yet, despite the growing prevalence of teaching methods 

courses, they were surprisingly not required for students who wanted to be foreign language 

teachers (Furness, 1949; Owens, 1942).  The popularity of methods courses quickly grew: 

Thomas (1954) found that 83% of students who graduated with a teaching degree in 1951 had 

taken at least one course on FL methods.  The graduate students who participated in Thomas’s 

study cited the methods course and student teaching as being the most helpful to their 

development as teachers.  The increasing prevalence of methods courses was symptomatic of a 

change in how teaching was viewed.  The idea that FL teaching was an art or innate talent still 

existed, but Waldman (1940) explained this paradox by insisting that “natural-born teachers” 

should take classes in pedagogy, just as artists take classes to improve their techniques (p. 513).  
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He claimed that teaching skills could be learned, but a “deficiency in character” (i.e., one’s 

innate abilities and personality) could never be compensated for (p. 514). 

The second half of the 20th century bore witness to further changes in how teaching was 

viewed.  The popularity of the Audiolingual Method, which was influenced by Behaviorism and 

the theory that learning is a result of practice and habit formation (Mitchell & Vidal, 2001), 

turned language teachers into language drill sergeants.  FL teacher education was therefore just a 

question of handing an “instructional bag of tricks and drills” (Schulz, 2000, p. 514) to novice 

teachers and “training” them to use them.  The methods course grew more sophisticated in the 

1980’s with the emergence of the fields of Applied Linguistics and Second Language 

Acquisition (SLA) and the hiring of more SLA and FL education specialists in the 1990’s.  

Goepper and Knorre (1980) and Azevedo (1976) outlined increasingly involved TA professional 

development opportunities, including pre-service components, classroom observations by 

supervisors, reading SLA research, and videotaped teaching demonstrations.  Despite these 

significant changes, however, there were no widespread changes in the scope and focus of the 

methods course.  Indeed, Schulz (2000) concluded in her literature review, “we are still 

discussing many of the same issues that were discussed more than 80 years ago, and we still have 

not found solutions to many of the problems that plague the development of FL teachers” (p. 

516).   

Technology in the Methods Course 

 A relatively recent addition to discussions of TA professional development involves 

technology and CALL.  This study was motivated by the 2007 MLA report’s call for support in 

technology education and the observation that “language teachers are leaving their . . . programs 

with little or nothing in the way of formal training in the use of technology in language teaching” 
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(Hubbard, 2008, p. 176).  Although some universities have dedicated courses for technology, 

these are often not required (Angus, 2013; Arnold, 2013), limiting TA professional development 

to whatever can be covered in the methods class (Angus, 2013).  Therefore, the present study 

only focuses on the nature of technology within that course.   

 A variety of technological tools are introduced in the methods course.  Thoms (2013) 

surveyed TAs (N = 154) in 2010 to determine the nature of the technology in the teaching 

methods course.  He was particularly interested in the presence of Web 2.0 tools, which, for the 

purpose of his study, were defined as “the technological applications that allow learners to create 

with the FL and/or meaningfully interact with each other online” (p. 198), such as Twitter, blogs, 

and Facebook.  From a list, respondents selected the technologies that were “addressed” (p. 210) 

in their methods courses.  Respondents revealed that the three most commonly “covered” (p. 

199) applications (i.e., PowerPoint, websites for teaching grammar, and discussion boards) were 

not Web 2.0 technologies, but were in fact Web 1.0 tools.  Although 70.9% of the respondents 

received technology training during their methods course, only approximately 40% of the 

students indicated that they felt confident with their ability to integrate technology into their own 

language classroom.  The extent and quality of engagement with technology is therefore unclear.  

In other words, “addressing” or “covering” a technological tool could mean learning about it, 

experiencing it, or both.  Thoms recommended that a greater variety of technological tools be 

used in the professional development of TAs in an effort to have more engaging Web 2.0 

technologies carry over into the language classroom.   

Using a different survey, Dhonau et al. (2010) found in their sample of teacher educators 

that the most commonly discussed technologies in the methods courses were also Web 1.0 tools: 

PowerPoint, E-mail, course management systems, and word processing.  Other technologies, 
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such as smartboards, were rated as very important, but fewer than 34% of the teacher educators 

taught those applications in their methods courses.  Overall, technology garnered little attention 

as there were more “pressing” topics to discuss.  Warford (2003) also found that the teacher 

educators in his sample did not consider technology to be a high priority.  

As technology is sometimes “covered” by required textbooks in the methods course, 

Arnold (2013) surveyed language educators to determine which books are assigned in their 

methods courses and how those textbooks then present the use of technology in the FL classroom 

(e.g., what approaches they use, what research they refer to, what activities are included).  She 

found that most methods textbooks gave a “broad, balanced view” (p. 12) of technology, but 

underscored that there was still progress to be made.  For instance, Arnold cited several areas 

where the textbooks were lacking: “(1) potential drawbacks of CALL; (2) CALL-specific 

pedagogy; (3) reflection tasks, especially for first generation CALL teachers; (4) references to 

relevant CALL studies; and (5) distance and hybrid L2 learning” as well as discussions of legal 

and ethical issues (p. 241).   

 Whereas the previously mentioned methods courses “addressed” or “covered” technology 

by watching demonstrations or reading about it, TAs in other classes experienced technology in 

deeper ways.  Indeed, Hubbard (2008) suggested that technology demonstrations and lectures are 

not the best ways to learn about technology, but if they are employed, hands-on experience 

should follow (p. 183).  For example, students in Arnold and Ducate’s (2006) study participated 

in online discussions, and the authors determined that this forum was helpful to facilitate 

interactions.  Additionally, Scott (1998) reported that reflection activities were facilitated by the 

use of the Internet.   
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 In one class that was documented in the literature, many technologies were used.  Lord 

and Lomicka (2004) outlined an online partnership between their two universities in which their 

TAs used computer-mediated communication for class activities.  They included “chat, e-

portfolios, multi-use object oriented domains, an electronic discussion board, and virtual guests” 

(p. 401).  Lord and Lomicka valued technology’s role in facilitating collaboration with other 

students and scholars while at the same time connecting theory and practice.  Despite a growing 

prevalence of online classes at American universities, online methods classes are rarely 

mentioned in the literature.  Furthermore, support for learning to teach an online class was also 

not common and was limited to specific technical and software skills (Compton, 2009).   

Trumping the attention to specific technology tools, certain scholars have argued that 

teacher education should actually go beyond learning how and when to implement individual 

software (Abras & Sunshine, 2008; Arnold, 2013; Hubbard, 2008; Kessler, 2006; Reinders, 

2009).  Because technology changes so quickly, teacher educators should focus less on certain 

applications of technology and more on providing a “technical and pedagogical foundation” 

(Hubbard, 2008, p. 185) that would help teachers approach new technology as it is developed.  

Teacher educators should provide transferable skills that create a ‘future-proof’ technology 

education (Reinders, 2009, p. 233), for example, by teaching TAs how to evaluate new 

technologies (Chapelle & Hegelheimer, 2004; Chapelle, 2001; Compton, 2009).  

In sum, the professional development of TAs includes teaching about various 

applications of technology and using it to achieve certain objectives.  Web 1.0 tools seem to be 

more commonly used than Web 2.0 technologies, but exactly how technology is included and 

learned remains unclear in many classes.  Scholars and teacher educators have encouraged 

incorporating new technologies; using them as a medium, not just a tool; and broadening the 
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discussion of technology beyond specific software.  With technology changing at an alarming 

rate and playing an ever-increasing role in language learning, how TAs learn to apply it in their 

own classroom practice is crucial. 

Research Questions 

In light of the 2007 MLA report’s recommendations for deeper technology knowledge 

and a general emphasis on technology in the world, this article explores the place and role of 

technology in TA professional development with particular attention given to the teaching 

methods course.  In order to gauge if TAs receive “substantive training” (MLA, 2007, p. 7) in 

technology, the present study aims to answer the following questions:  

1. What features typify the programs and methods courses that address technology for 

TAs?  

2. To what extent is technology taught about or through in FL methods courses?  

Because “traditional dogma” (Schulz, 2000, p. 516) tends to influence the professional 

development of TAs, I hypothesize that technology in the methods class has not kept pace with 

technology in general and that TAs are not receiving the recommended “substantive training” in 

technology.  Contextual factors, such as institution type, instructor type, language of the TAs, 

and related programs at the university were examined to determine trends in learning about and 

through technology.  

Methodology 

Data Collection  

 In order to answer these research questions, syllabi were first collected from teaching 

methods courses taught since the publication of the 2007 MLA report.  To collect the syllabi, a 

multi-pronged strategy was used.  Email invitations were sent to personal connections and 
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messages were posted on the listservs of the Computer-Assisted Language Instruction 

Consortium’s (CALICO) Special Interest Group (SIG) for Teacher Education, the American 

Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL) SIG for Teacher Development, the 

American Association for University Supervisors and Coordinators (AAUSC), and the Second 

Language Acquisition and Teaching (SLAT) Student Association at the University of Arizona, 

whose subscribers include both current and former students.  Participants who completed a 

questionnaire for a different stage of this study were also invited on the final submission page to 

email their syllabi.  Additionally, a Google search was conducted to locate syllabi that were 

publicly posted on the Internet by using combinations of the following search terms: teaching, 

assistants, graduate, methods, methodology, college, university, foreign, language(s), French, 

Spanish, German, Arabic, Chinese, and Romance.  

The selection criteria for a syllabus to be included in this study were the following: it had 

to be for a graduate FL teaching methods course for TAs carried out post-2007, when the MLA 

report was published.  Therefore, syllabi from graduate teaching methods courses that were for 

English as a Second Language teachers and K-12 FL pre-service teachers were discarded 

because these groups are not what the MLA ad hoc committee focused on in its 2007 report.  In 

total, 31 syllabi remained for consideration in the present study. 

 After the syllabi were gathered, I consulted other supporting documents: textbooks listed 

in the syllabi and the websites of the departments wherein the methods courses were conducted.  

The textbooks provided details about how TAs were presented with part of their knowledge 

about technology, and the websites provided a wealth of data to contextual the syllabi and 

determine if any trends were apparent.  
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Data Analysis 

The syllabi were coded deductively using a codes derived from the research questions.  

Two codes were used: “About” and “Through.”  The code “About” was used for any excerpt in 

which the students in the class read about, had a unit about, or discussed technology.  For 

example, if a syllabus’s required reading list included a textbook chapter about the potential 

implementation of technology in the FL classroom, the code “About” was used.  The code 

“Through” was applied for excerpts in which the students actually used technology to carry out 

activities built into the methods course itself.  For example, for mentions of course websites, 

blogging, or electronic components of a teaching portfolio, the code “Through” was applied.  

Once the first wave of coding was completed, the syllabi were re-coded to ensure reliability. 

 Each unique instance of a code was counted for every syllabus.  The overall number of 

times each code was applied will not be discussed because those numbers are inaccurate 

representations of the depth of technology in a course due to some syllabi repeatedly listing 

certain elements.  For example, if each instance of the code were counted, a syllabus referring to 

a weekly blog in both the assignments and the course calendar would have multiple instances of 

the code “Through,” even though the code actually referred to only one activity.  The syllabus 

for the only completely online course in this study, on the other hand, mentioned its 

asynchronous nature only one time and therefore has only one “Through” code assigned to it 

despite it having arguably a stronger technological component.  The relative frequency is 

sometimes indicative of the instructional priorities, but in general, this article will only focus on 

the content of the unique items that were tagged.  Additionally, all specifications that written 

work be typed on a computer were purposely ignored because such requirements are now 

standard in university classes.  On the other hand, uses of technology mentioned in the syllabi 
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that were previously considered to standard but are now outdated were noted.  After the unique 

instances the “Through” code and “About” code were counted for each syllabus, they were 

compared to determine whether each syllabus exhibited only one kind of code, primarily one 

kind of code, or equal numbers of both codes.  

Finally, a spreadsheet was created to organize contextual information about the courses to 

see if any trends emerged between contextual features and technology.  This information 

included the departments within which the methods courses were housed, the languages taught 

by the TAs, the majors and degrees pursued by the TAs, the highest level of education and 

completed by the instructor, the instructors’ specialty areas, the type of university (i.e., public or 

private), the state wherein the university was located, the existence of other technology courses 

in the departments, and degree requirements.  The numbers of “About” and “Through” codes as 

well as the types of activities were then compared to these contextual factors to determine if any 

trends existed.   

Findings 

Syllabi (N = 31) were gathered from 29 different universities  [6 (20%) private and 23 

(80%) public] located in 22 different states as well as the District of Columbia.  One syllabus 

was shared by two classes that were taught collaboratively at different universities.  Thirty 

(93.8%) of the instructors held PhDs while only two (6.3%) had MA degrees.  The instructors’ 

specialties ranged from Literature and Linguistics to Applied Linguistics and SLA.  See Table 1 

for a summary of the syllabi. 
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Table 1 
Description of Syllabi  
 Number of Syllabi 
University type 29 (100%) 
   Public 6 (20%) 
   Private 23 (80%) 
Instructors’ credentials 32 (100%) 
   PhD 30 (93.8%) 
   MA 2 (6.3%) 
Languages taught by TAs in each course 31 (100%) 
   Arabic 1 (3.2%) 
   German 3 (9.7%) 
   French 4 (12.9%) 
   Spanish 8 (25.8%) 
   Cross-listed / Mixed 15 (48.4%) 
When the course was taught 31 (100%) 
   2009 1 (3.2%) 
   2010 3 (9.7%) 
   2011 6 (19.4%) 
   2012 21 (67.7%) 

 

All courses were housed in FL departments or schools of Modern Languages.  The 

courses had various titles, including Second Language Teaching Methods from Romance 

Languages, Teaching and Learning World Languages at the College-Level, Techniques of 

Spanish Instruction, Theories and Techniques of Teaching Foreign Languages, Supervised 

Teaching in French and Italian, Teaching College German, and Teaching Foreign Languages in 

Higher Education.  One (3.2%) course was solely for TAs in Arabic, three (9.7%) were for 

German TAs, four (12.9%) were French TAs, eight (25.8%) were for Spanish TAs, and fifteen 

(48.4%) of the courses enrolled TAs from multiple languages.  Despite 16 (51.6%) syllabi 

focusing on TAs in one particular language, only one (3.2%) of the syllabi was completely 

written in the language being studied.   

Twenty-seven (84.4%) of the 32 programs required new TAs to enroll in the teaching 

methods courses, and two (6.3%) of which required its completion before their TAs taught.  It is 
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possible that the remaining courses were required as well, but neither the syllabi nor the 

descriptions on the department websites, in the course catalogues, or in the graduate handbooks 

reported that they were.  It was common to waive the methods course requirement if a TA had 

already taken a similar course, except in the case of the Arabic methods course, which required 

that all TAs enroll, even if they had taken a different class elsewhere.  One (3.1%) class required 

to that students enroll in a continuation of the teaching methods course during their spring 

semester.   

Seven (21.9%) departments offered an additional technology class in house to their 

students, such as Technology and L2 Learning, Teaching with Technology, or Technology in 

Foreign Language Education.  Other departments allowed, or even required, their students to 

take a limited number of classes outside of the department.  Students in this kind of program 

could therefore enroll in technology classes in relevant departments around campus (e.g., 

Linguistics, Curriculum and Instruction).  None of these classes, however, were required by the 

FL departments.  While some TAs studying outside of the FL department (e.g., PhD students in 

SLA) might have to take one of these classes as part of their own degree requirements, they were 

not mandatory to get or keep a TA contract. 

Because the teaching methods course is typically required for novice TAs, it is not 

surprising that the students in most courses were new MA students.  Twenty-one (65.6%) of the 

programs in the present study also offered doctoral degrees, so it was possible to PhD students to 

enroll in a methods course, especially if he or she had not taken one during their MA or if they 

were in a program that awarded an MA en route to the PhD.  In addition to the infrequent PhD 

student, one (3.2%) class was also open to undergraduate students interested in learning more 

about FL teaching.   
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Further research into the programs on the departmental websites showed that these syllabi 

all represented programs with strands in Literature.  For MA programs, Literature was always 

included as options.  Four (18.8%) of the programs prepared MA students to be future teachers.  

Five (15.6%) programs also offered separate strands in the linguistics of a graduate student’s 

language of specialty.  Additionally, Women’s Studies, Critical Theory, Dutch Studies, Film 

Studies, Franco-Arabic Studies, Applied Linguistics, New Media, Gender and Sexuality, and 

Early Modern were each cited as a possible specialty for the students enrolled in the FL 

departments.  Although at least seven (21.9%) of the schools in this study have graduate 

programs in SLA, they tend to accept students who already have a Master’s degree in a relevant 

field, which therefore means that they have most likely already taken a methods course 

elsewhere.   

It is difficult, if not impossible, to know the range of majors and degree programs of the 

students taking these teaching methods courses because sometimes graduate students from 

outside an FL department enroll so they can become TAs.  For example, a student in Economics 

would be required to take a teaching methods course if he wanted to teach an FL.  In essence, 

this means that it is possible for a student majoring in any program to enroll in the methods 

course. 

Seventeen (54.8%) syllabi refer explicitly to technology in the course description, goals, 

or objectives.  Some objectives are as specific as explaining that students will learn to “reflect 

critically about fieldwork through conversations, blogs, and written work,” whereas other 

courses’ objectives are more general, stating, for example that students will “become familiar 

with technology and multimedia” and “gain exposure to the use of technology and multimedia 

resources in foreign/second language teaching.”  When technology is not mentioned in the 
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course description or included as a course objective, the role of technology is in question.  Is it so 

seamlessly included that it does not need a special mention?  Is it neglected?  If technology is 

included, more questions come to mind.  How exactly will students come to know about 

technology?  What activities and readings will they do to facilitate their understanding and usage 

of technology?  The findings section of this paper looks in closer detail about how the TAs 

enrolled in the methods courses learn about and use technology, according to the information 

provided in course syllabi. 

Among the 68 TAs who rated the methods course as very or extremely helpful to their 

teaching and the 51 TAs who took additional pedagogy or language classes and considered them 

to be very or extremely helpful, only three (2.5%) explicitly mentioned technology as being the 

most helpful aspect of the course (e.g., “Since I did not come from an education background, the 

entirety of the course was useful: lesson planning, grading/evaluating, discipline, preparing 

activities, using technology, etc.”).  Additional vague comments could have been referring to 

technology, but it is unclear.  For example, 10 (8.4%) comments mentioned learning “different” 

information (e.g., “[the methods course] exposed me to different techniques and methods”), and 

14 (11.8%) referred to “new” information.  

Across the 31 syllabi in this study, there were more opportunities to use technology than 

to learn about it.  In total, there were 76 opportunities to learn about technology, ranging from 0 

to 22 per syllabus (M = 2.5).  See Table 2 for a breakdown of the codes found in each syllabus. 
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Table 2             
Coding          

Syllabus  University  Language 
of TAs  About  Through  Total  Preference 

1  private  multiple  2  2  4  - 
2  public  multiple  13  8  21  about 
3  public  multiple  0  5  5  through 
4  public  multiple  1  4  5  through 
5  private  multiple  2  4  6  through 
6  private  Spanish  22  5  27  about 
7  public  Spanish  1  3  4  through 
8  public  multiple  1  4  5  through 
9  public  French  1  3  4  through 
10  public  French  1  3  4  through 
11  public  French  1  5  6  through 
12  public  Spanish  2  6  8  through 
13  public  multiple  1  4  5  through 
14  private  Spanish  3  2  5  about 
15  public  Spanish  2  3  5  through 
16  public  multiple  2  7  9  through 
17  public  Arabic  3  2  5  about 
18  public  multiple  1  4  5  through 
19  public  multiple  4  4  8  - 
20  public  German  2  1  3  through 
21  public  Spanish  0  6  6  through 
22  public  multiple  2  4  6  through 
23  public  multiple  1  3  4  through 
24  public  multiple  1  4  5  through 
25  public  Spanish  1  3  4  through 
26  private  multiple  3  3  6  - 
27  public  German  1  4  5  through 
28  public  French  0  0  0  - 
29  private  German  0  1  1  through 
30  public  multiple  1  2  3  through 
31  public  Spanish   1  2  3  through 

             
 

No syllabi included only codes for learning about technology, but five (16.1%) syllabi 

were primarily learning about technology.  Four (12.9%) syllabi had equal amounts of learning 

about technology and using it.  There were also 111 opportunities to use technology, from 0 to 8 

instances per syllabus (M = 3.6).  Twenty-two (70.1%) syllabi were had more instances of using 



 

 

77 

technology than learning about it, with two (6.5%) syllabi only exhibiting opportunities to use 

technology.  See Table 3 for a summary. 

Table 3  
Focus of Syllabi 

 Number of Syllabi 
All Learning “About” Technology 0 (0.0%) 
Primarily Learning “About” Technology 5 (16.1%) 
Even 4 (12.9%) 
Primarily Learning “Through” Technology 20 (64.5%) 
All Learning “Through” Technology 2 (6.5%) 

 

 It is important to note that one of the schools that had equal numbers of both codes 

actually had zero codes applied to it.  This does not mean that technology was never mentioned 

on the syllabus.  In fact, it was mentioned three times.  In the goals and objectives, the teacher 

wrote that “by the end of the semester, students should be able to use resources available to 

foreign language teachers (journals, technology, professional organizations).”  However, none of 

the units were about technology, none of the assignments involved technology, and the readings 

did not focus on technology.  Twice, the teacher insisted that students only submit assignments 

as hard copies, not as email.  This begs the questions of how students will be able to use 

technological resources if they do not learn about them or use them for class.  While this was the 

most extreme case, the disconnect between how the professor described the course and how they 

actually built was present in other syllabi as well.   

 The next sections of this paper go into detail about what how technology was learned 

about and used in these methods courses.  

How TAs Learn About Technology 

TAs in these methods classes learned about technology through readings in the form of 

readings (i.e., textbooks and articles) and thematic units. 
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Readings.  The most commonly used textbooks, either in part or in their entirety, were 

Teaching Language in Context (Omaggio-Hadley, 2001), Communicative Language Teaching in 

Action (Brandl, 2008), Making Communicative Language Teaching Happen (Lee & VanPatten, 

2003), Teacher’s Handbook: Contextualized Language Instruction (Shrum & Glisan, 2009), and 

How Languages are Learned (Lightbown & Spada, 2006).  Foreign Language Teaching 

Methods, a set of online teaching modules created by the University of Texas at Austin, was also 

popular (Blyth, 2010).  For a breakdown of the courses using these materials, see Table 4. 

Table 4  
Textbooks in the Methods Courses 

 Number of Syllabi 
Omaggio-Hadley (2001) 10 (32.3%) 
Brandl (2008) 9 (29.0%) 
Blyth (2010) 9 (29.0%) 
J. F. Lee and VanPatten (2003)  8 (25.8%) 
Shrum and Glisan (2009) 7 (22.6%) 
Lightbown and Spada (2006) 7 (22.6%) 
Note. Percentages do not add up to 100 because some syllabi used multiple texts. 

 

Among the most commonly required texts used by these teaching methods courses, some 

(Lee & VanPatten, 2003; Lightbown & Spada, 2006; Omaggio-Hadley, 2001) had no listings for 

technology, the Internet, software, multimedia, or the web in their indices.  This could indicate 

that technology was incorporated seamlessly throughout the book and was not easily pinpointed 

by an index.  This, however, is not the case.  J. F. Lee & VanPatten (2003) and Lightbown & 

Spada (2006) rarely if ever discuss using technological tools to foster language acquisition.  

Omaggio-Hadley (2001), on the other hand, includes audio and video into her chapters about 

listening and culture, but the technology is out of date.  She mentions cassette tapes, videotapes, 

and slides, and she suggests that teachers can bring in maps and phone directories instead of 

pointing them to resources on the Internet.  This is not surprising considering that this textbook is 

the oldest of the most-used methods textbooks.  Going many steps further is Brandl (2008), 
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whose textbook includes Internet-based reading and listening activities, as well as suggestions 

for improving input using multimedia applications, such as PowerPoint.  Indeed, he has an entire 

chapter dedicated to improving listening skills using audio and video.  Published one year later, 

Shrum and Glisan (2009) include an chapter entitled “Using Technology to Contextualize and 

Integrate Language Instruction” in which they give suggestions for using technology for all 

modes of communication; present a variety of ways to incorporate technology, such synchronous 

and asynchronous computer-mediated communication tools, webquests, and distance learning; 

and provide information about evaluating multimedia presentations.  Finally, Blyth’s (2010) 

modules are completely online and use pdf documents, links, and videos to teach the content.  

There is a dedicated technology module focusing on how technology can increase learners’ time 

on task, how it can create a real context for language learning, and how it can provide input and 

facilitate intake.  Therefore, not only do Blyth’s (2010) modules teach about technology, they 

use it to convey the content.  Despite there being chapters and modules dedicated to the use of 

technology in the FL classroom, teachers of the methods course who assigned these books 

sometimes skipped over the technology chapters.   

To supplement these textbooks, methods courses often include additional required or 

optional readings in the form of scholarly articles.  Six (19.4%) syllabi did not list any articles on 

the calendar or required reading list, nor did they refer to additional readings posted on the 

course website.  Articles that were related to technology focused primarily on using videos to 

teach language (Gruba, 2006; Herron, Cole, Corrie, & Dubreil, 1999; Herron, 1994; Rifkin, 

2000; Royce, 2002; Swaffer & Vlatten, 1997).  Indeed, Swaffar and Vlatten (1997) was read by 

at least three of the methods courses.  Other articles were about computer-provided feedback 

(Rosa & Leow, 2004; Sanz & Morgan-Short, 2004), the impact of technological tools on writing 
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(Stapleton & Radia, 2010), social media (Mills, 2011a), uses of technology for developing 

literacy (Reinhardt & Thorne, 2011) and teaching culture (Moore, 2006), an introduction to 

networked-based language learning (Kern & Warschauer, 2000), and an overview of the possible 

implementations of several technological tools (Thorne & Payne, 2005).  

Thematic units.  The most common way to learn about technology was to treat it as a 

distinct unit on the course calendar, which varied from less than one class period to four entire 

classes.  Although not the rule, typically the technology unit appeared during the second half of 

the course.  Fourteen (45.2%) of the 31 syllabi included “Technology” or another similarly 

worded topic as a distinct unit on their course schedule, and eight (25.8%) syllabi included 

“Video” or the title of a reading about videos as the topic for at least one day.  Three (9.7%) of 

the syllabi had both.  Nine (29.0%) syllabi did not have any days or partial days dedicated to the 

use of videos or technology in general on their course calendars. 

Interestingly, there was a tendency for classes with TAs who spoke different languages to 

include more technology than classes that had TAs who all taught the same language.  Among 

the syllabi that completely omitted technology or videos from their course calendar, 7 (77.8%) of 

them were classes with just one TA language.  Of the 8 classes that only included video in the 

calendar, 4 (50.0%) were TAs of the same language.  Finally, in the 14 course calendars that 

included both video and other technology, only 5 (35.7%) of them were unmixed.  See Table 5 

for a summary. 

Table 5    
Technology in the Course Calendar 

 Syllabi  Single language classes 
None 9 (29.0%)  7 (77.8%) 
Video only 8 (25.8%)  4 (50.0%) 
Technology 14 (45.2)  5 (35.7%) 
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 The syllabus that exhibited the most instances of TAs learning about technology was 

from a class in the Western part of the United States for Spanish MA students and undergraduate 

students interested in teaching.  This class met for six hours a week over seven weeks during the 

summer of 2009 and was required for all TAs before they were able to teach.  This syllabus 

introduced the topic of technology on the second day of class with an explanation of the course 

wiki and a survey about TAs’ use of and comfort with technology.  All but three days that 

followed included technology as well.  For each topic on the calendar, the instructor presented 

Web 2.0 tools that could be used to facilitate that aspect of language learning.  For example, 

when the class discussed listening activities, Audacity, Broadcast-Life, and Playlist.com were 

listed on the syllabus.  On the day that writing was scheduled, blogs, Buzzword, and other 

programs were provided.  Compared to other courses that only read about using video or had 

guest speakers to talk about creating effective PowerPoint presentations, this class presented new 

technologies (e.g., Skype, chat, Voicethread, Jing, Scribd, Wikis, Bubbleply).  Further research 

on the course’s wiki revealed an optional reading list about technology that students could use to 

complete one of the assignments in class.  Interestingly enough, this particular methods course 

did not incorporate much technology because it was the only opportunity students at that school 

had to learn about technology.  On the contrary, the department offered an additional pedagogy 

class focused solely on technology entitled Media and Technology in Foreign Language 

Instruction.   

Through specialized units, textbooks, and additional readings, TAs learn about 

technological applications in the FL classroom.  The following section provides details about 

how TAs actually learn through technology in their methods courses. 
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How TAs Learn Through Technology 

 The breadth and depth of technology used by the TAs varied greatly.  This section 

includes both activities in which the TAs used the technology superficially (e.g., giving a 

PowerPoint presentation or making a video-based lesson plan) and opportunities for the TAs to 

more deeply experience the technology as a student would (e.g., participating in discussion 

boards and chats). 

The most prevalent application of technology used by 27 (87.1%) of the teaching 

methods courses included in this study was a course management system (e.g., Desire2Learn, 

Moodle, or Blackboard) to store grades, course resources, and online discussions.  Fifteen 

(48.4%) methods courses assigned TAs to videotape themselves so they could conduct a self 

teaching observation.  Although this assignment does not require the use of a computer, a video 

camera or smartphone is a piece of technology.  Another popular activity involved online 

reflection, discussion, and reactions to readings in the form of blogs (8 syllabi, 25.8%) and 

discussion forums (5 syllabi, 16.2%).  Students used PowerPoint (7 syllabi, 22.6%) to make 

presentations to their classmates about course readings or teaching activities, and their teacher 

educators also used it to present course content to the TAs.  To show their ability to incorporate 

technology into their classes, TAs were required by 9 (29.9%) courses to create lesson plans 

including an Internet-based activity or one that revolves around teaching a listening clip (either 

film or music) to their students.  Three (9.7%) instructors asked TAs to assemble these lessons 

and other documents into digital teaching portfolios.  One (3.2%) syllabus asked students to 

provide annotated lists of websites that they found helpful for language learning.  In another 

syllabus, there is an online Q&A forum about class topics and issues. Two (6.5%) courses used 

an online workbook or textbook companion created by their textbook’s publisher, and as 
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previously mentioned, 7 (22.26%) syllabi assigned readings from online teacher education 

modules (Blyth, 2010).  Perhaps the most novel use of technology is found in one (3.2%) 

syllabus where students were required to keep in touch with their classmates via Twitter, 

tweeting and responding to a certain number of tweets per week.  For a summary of activities 

carried out, see Table 6.  

Table 6     
Uses of Technology   

Technology 
used 

 Number of 
syllabi that 

used the 
technology  

 

Purpose 

Course 
Management 
System 

 

27 (87.1%) 

 To store course documents (syllabi, rubrics, assignments, 
articles, etc.); calculate/display grades; chat; use discussion 
boards; submit assignments; interact with a partner class; take 
quizzes; share teaching materials with classmates 

     

Video  15 (48.4%)  To record TAs teaching so they can conduct a self observation 
and teaching reflection 

     

Blogs 

 

8 (26.8%) 

 To post article summaries; discuss classroom experiences and 
readings publicly or privately; prepare for classroom 
discussion; interact with classmates and professionals in the 
field; post teaching activities and language websites;  

     

PowerPoint  7 (22.6%)  To present summaries and critical commentaries of scholarly 
articles; use as part of a lesson in an instructional unit 

     
Discussion 
forum 

 5 (16.1%)  Same as blogs; amass list of frequently asked questions 

     
E-Portfolio  3 (9.7%)  To show evidence of teacher knowledge; reflect about teaching 
     
Skype  2 (6.5%)  To meet with the professor for office hours 
     

Twitter  1 (3.2%)  To network; share teaching practices, ideas, classroom 
experiences, and links about language teaching/learning  

     
Virtual 
World 

 1 (3.2%)  To provide TAs with the flexibility to complete the classroom 
activities from a different locations 

     
Voice board  1 (3.2%)  To discuss readings and topics raised in class  
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In total, the amount of activities involving technology was substantial, but from class to class, 

there was great variation in how much technology was used and for what purpose.  

It is interesting to note that the methods class for Arabic seemed to lag behind the rest, 

even though it included one required use of technology: videotaped self-observations.  The other 

uses of technology by this class were optional and demoded.  For example, in 2010, many years 

after the fall of cassette tapes, TAs in the Arabic class were informed that “if [their] project 

involves a recording, include a tape or a tape script.”  The Internet was referred to as the “World 

Wide Web,” and including an Internet-based lesson was not required; it was “possible.” 

On the other hand, the course that had the most instances of the “Through” code applied 

to it was from a methods course taught completely online at a large public university located in 

the Southwest during the fall semester of 2012.  The professor had a PhD in Education but taught 

classes in SLA.  The students enrolled in this course were typically MA students in French, 

German, Chinese, Japanese, and Slavic languages, but students were able to also take courses in 

the SLA program, which offered at least two courses in technology.  This methods class used a 

course management system (i.e., Moodle) and excerpts from Blyth (2010) and required TAs to 

create a video-based lesson.  TAs had online exams and created lessons in which their students 

would complete a webquest.  Office hours were held online and if TAs had questions, they first 

consulted an online list of Frequently Asked Questions in a discussion board.  TAs wrote weekly 

posts in an online reflective teaching journal viewable only to themselves and the instructor of 

the course, and they also collaborated with their classmates in a weekly blog about course 

material.   
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These new technologies facilitated learning throughout the semester in the online class 

and let the TAs experience being in the student role, whereas the face-to-face classes used 

technology in a more superficial way and usually focused on the TAs in their roles as teachers. 

Discussion and Implications 

It has been said that “teachers learn best how to use technologies for educational purposes 

if their own learning takes place through such technologies” (Erben, 1999, p. 230).  To varying 

degrees, technology in the present study was learned about and used, not just as a tool for 

conducting class business but also as a medium for professional development.  Although there 

were more instances of technology being used than learned about, there were still missed 

opportunities to incorporate technology.  Furthermore, the preference for older technologies and 

the peripheral role of technology in general as revealed in the findings section of this article do 

not constitute “substantive training,” as recommended by the 2007 MLA report. 

Prevalence of Older Technologies 

As previously mentioned, the kinds of technology used in the methods courses in this 

study were primarily Web 1.0 tools and video.  One class even referred to cassette tapes.  

Dhonau et al.’s (2010) survey conducted around 2007 and Thoms’ (2013) survey conducted in 

2010 provide a developmental time line of technology in the methods course, showing that the 

technologies that are covered in methods courses now are essentially the same ones that were 

covered a few years ago, with a few exceptions.  For instance, PowerPoint and course 

management systems remain popular in the methods courses.  Email is no longer an explicit 

topic, and collaborative web-based writing (i.e., blogs, discussion boards, and wikis) has grown 

in popularity.  Methods courses with technology in the form of videos, cassettes, or primarily 
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Web 1.0 tools are lagging behind general advancements in technology and CALL, and they clash 

with current students’ “plugged-in” lives. 

Incorporating older technologies and primarily Web 1.0 tools poses a threat to the 

professional development of TAs and by extension the students in the TAs’ classes. TAs are 

influenced by their teacher mentors (Mills, 2011b, p. 11), so if their teachers only use Web 1.0 

technologies, it is possible that the TAs will do the same.  Instead of a cycle of new ideas being 

incorporated in the methods course, there is “inertia” (Hubbard, 2008, p. 185).  This is 

particularly problematic given the speed of technological developments, decreased professional 

development after one’s first year as a TA, and the fact that beginning teachers could possibly be 

teaching for 40 years into the future (Hubbard, 2008, p. 178).  Some of them might become 

teacher educators themselves, preparing teachers who will in turn teach for decades in the future. 

Teacher educators must therefore be good role models who teach with newer technologies, but 

who also help their TAs understand how to evaluate technologies, so they can make informed 

decisions about using them in their classes.  In other words, rather than focusing on specific 

applications, TAs need “conceptual tools that will enable them to evaluate and engage with 

subsequent research developments and swings in the methodological pendulum that will 

inevitably occur, especially in the area of technology where change can be so rapid” (Hubbard, 

2008, p. 179).  

To incorporate newer technologies in the classroom, teacher educators must be 

comfortable with the technology themselves.  However, Hubbard (2008) claimed that “the 

limited number of qualified personnel able to integrate technology into language education 

effectively” (p.  185) is the main reason why technology in the methods course is lacking.  He 

also suggested that teacher educators’ ignorance could also influence technology in the methods 
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course.  In other words, teacher educators might not be capable of using certain technologies 

effectively, or they might not even be aware of what new options exist.  Both of these reasons are 

particularly salient to the present study, as only the teacher of the course that learned about 

technology the most had completed her doctorate in a program that emphasized technology.   

If teacher educators are unable for whatever reason to provide the technological support 

their TAs need, they should arrange that support by provided by someone else.  This would share 

the responsibility for providing professional development to TAs, as recommended by Byrnes 

(2001).  For example, in a syllabus for a methods class where TAs were required to create a 

digital teaching portfolio, workshops were provided on how to create a website.  A different 

syllabus referred to a session being held in a computer lab to talk about PowerPoint and video 

clips, and another syllabus noted that students were required to bring their laptops to class on 

days when the class was scheduled to discuss technology.  If there are no specialized entities on 

campus for technology instruction, or more particularly, technology instruction in the 

humanities, teacher educators should look at this as an opportunity for TAs to discover possible 

technology applications by reading articles and joining relevant organizations as part of the 

professional community.  

More important than just being able to train and troubleshoot, teacher educators must 

provide opportunities to reflect upon and evaluate technological tools (see Chapelle & 

Hegelheimer, 2004; Chapelle, 2001; Compton, 2009) and opportunities for reflection.  Although 

this can be done on paper and face-to-face, a number of technologies can also be valuable tools 

for reflection about other topics.  Discussion boards and blogs can host reflections about personal 

experiences and class readings, while at the same time providing the opportunity for other 

classmates to participate in the discussion.  As these technologies are improving and changing, a 
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reflective use of technology would permit the teacher learners to think critically about situations 

wherein a certain form of technology would best serve their students.  

Technology in the Periphery 

Several articles (e.g., Hoven, 2006, 2007; Kessler, 2006) recommend that technology be 

woven into the curriculum.  At the very least, the textbook chapter related to technology should 

be read early in the semester so that the TAs can apply the knowledge to the rest of what they are 

learning (Terry, 2007, p. 58).  In this study, the course with the most examples of the “About” 

code had introduced technology on the second day of class and continued to incorporate 

technology throughout the course.  Obviously, the online class integrated technology throughout 

the semester as well.  However, almost half (45.2%) of the syllabi in this study showed separate 

units about technology.  Separating technology implies that it does not play an integral role in the 

curriculum.  It also creates missed opportunities for TAs to learn how to include technology as 

contexts arise during the class.  For instance, when TAs learn about teaching any of the four 

skills earlier in the methods course, that is an ideal moment to learn about potential technological 

tools could help them and their students.  In the case of methods courses with TAs from multiple 

languages (i.e., teachers who work in very different contexts), technology would be particularly 

helpful to personalize and reflect on the course material.  Even TAs who speak the same 

language could benefit from collaboration and personalization afforded by technology.  

However, as noted in the results section of this paper, there was a tendency for single-language 

classrooms to not include technology – or even “video” – onto their course calendar. 

Scheduling the technology unit at the end of the semester makes technology seem like an 

add-on or an afterthought.  Furthermore, this prevents TAs from having the time to practice 

using the technology and be comfortable using it themselves.  Without much experience with 
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CALL, teachers are less likely to incorporate it into their own classes later (Egbert, Paulus, & 

Nakamichi, 2002).  This lack of time with technology also means that TAs have less chances to 

practice evaluation skills for deciding if and how to implement the technology in their own 

courses.  

All but one methods courses in the present study learned about or used technology at 

least once, so it could be said that the teacher educators do value learning about and using 

technology to at least a small degree.  However, given the prominence of older technologies and 

the peripheral role of technology, it is not surprisingly that only half (54.8%) of the syllabi in this 

study explicitly included technology into the goals and objectives.  A lack of technology in the 

goals and objects could suggest several things: 

1. Learning about technology and its possible applications in the FL classroom was not 

a priority for many language educators.   

2. Technology was mostly absent from the course.  

3. Technology was so seamlessly integrated into the curriculum that the teacher 

educators did not deem necessary to signal as an objective, as could possibly be the 

case for the online course, which did not refer to technology in the course description 

and objectives.   

4. The instructor of the methods course did not feel comfortable enough with technology 

to include it into the course, as previously mentioned.   

5. The teacher educator valued technology but was not skilled at writing a syllabus.  

Given the fact that some syllabi did not include goals and objectives at all, this is a 

real possibility. 
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6. A syllabus does provide a complete and accurate picture of what actually happens in a 

class.  Therefore, a syllabus with vaguely worded goals, such as “to provide a forum 

for teachers to solidify their own teaching,” could, in actuality, address this through 

an online communication component.  

On the other hand, if technology is mentioned in the objects or goals, it could suggest that 

technology is an important part of the methods course, but it could also signal a non-integrated 

treatment of technology or even lip service.  For example, the syllabus for a methods course from 

a large northeastern research institution included “use resources available to foreign language 

teachers (journals, technology, professional organizations)” as a learning outcome of the course, 

yet none of the readings, assignments, or units led students to be able to accomplish that goal.  

Depending on the course, any of these situations (or a combination of them) could be 

true.  Without observing the class and talking to the instructor, it is impossible to know for sure.  

However, for most classes, it is probably not the case that technology was so well integrated that 

that instructor did not consider it necessary to create an explicit goal.   

As methods classes often do not prioritize technology, it is unsurprising that only 3 

(2.5%) of the 119 TAs who took FL methods classes and other pedagogy classes explicitly stated 

that they found those classes helpful because of the technology they learned there.  The methods 

course is the “key delivery point” (Dhonau et al., 2010, p. 73) for learning about possible 

implementations of technology because it is sometimes the only professional development 

opportunity that TAs participate in.  However, the lack of new technology in the methods course 

and the peripheral treatment of technology do not constitute “substantive training” (MLA, 2007).  

In fact, the current treatment of technology promotes the status quo despite advances in 
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computer-assisted language learning and technology in general, and the methods course as it 

currently stands should therefore be rethought.   

Limitations 

Without observing these methods classes, it is difficult to know the exact role of 

technology, but a syllabus provides important information regardless.  As a required document 

that function as a contract between student and teacher, the information provided by a syllabus is 

important because it is the first impression that TAs receive of the class, and it lets TAs know 

what to expect from the class.  Because the syllabi were not randomly selected and comprise a 

non-representative sample of research universities and programs favoring Romance languages, it 

is impossible to generalize about the state of teaching methodology courses across the country.  

This article only tries to explain what some programs are doing, with or without knowledge of 

the 2007 MLA report’s recommendations, to provide TAs with training in technology.  However, 

because these syllabi come from various programs all across the country, they can reveal trends 

in teaching methods courses.   

Conclusions 

To get a better understanding of how technology is incorporated into FL methods 

courses, more syllabi need to be collected, particularly from programs with TAs from Less 

Commonly-Taught Languages (LCTL), because theirs is a perspective that is frequently 

overlooked.  It is unclear whether the lack of syllabi from LCTL programs is a result of a lack of 

interest in participating in such a research study, insufficient communication to LCTL programs 

about the present study, a sense of ownership that prevents syllabi from being shared, or cross-

listed courses that include LCTL TAs in their enrollments.  Further research should also look at 

the perspectives of the TAs enrolled in the methods course to see what aspects they consider to 
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be most beneficial.  For instance, what are the TAs’ perceptions of the efficacy of certain 

technological tools and the degree to which technology facilitates their professional 

development?  The perspectives and backgrounds of the teacher educators should be explored, 

since they determine what and how the content of the methods course is taught.  It would also be 

important to consider what is actually happening in the methodology class, in particular the 

content of the discussions / reflections of novice teachers as they try to make sense of the new 

pedagogical ideas and technological tools and apply them in their own classes.   

This study has shown that although some methods courses incorporated technology, there 

were missed opportunities to use, learn about, and evaluate newer technologies.  Instead of 

receiving “substantive training” in technology, the impression that these syllabi give is that some 

students actually received “substandard training.”  As Wing (1993) wrote, “in our methodology 

courses, teacher educators must practice what we preach” (p. 172).  Therefore, if TAs are 

expected to use technology when they teach now and in the future, methods classes should 

include technology in more meaningful ways as well.  
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APPENDIX B: 

SAYING VS. DOING: A DOUBLE STANDARD IN THE PROFESSIONAL 
DEVELOPMENT OF FOREIGN LANGAUGE TEACHING ASSISTANTS 

Abstract 

The 2007 Modern Language Association (MLA) report outlined in detail many changes that 

should be made in undergraduate foreign language (FL) curricula while only giving vague 

suggestions regarding the implications of such changes for graduate studies, which should 

“provide substantive training in language teaching and in the use of new technologies” (p. 7) and 

“enhance and reward graduate student training” (p. 8).  To inform the professional development 

of graduate students as teachers, the present study updates and expands on Brandl (2000) and 

Gonglewski and Penningroth (1998), who surveyed FL Teaching Assistants (TAs) about their 

perceptions of professional development opportunities.  Using both quantitative and qualitative 

data from a nationwide online questionnaire completed by TAs (N = 94) and follow-up Skype 

interviews with TAs (N = 16), this study explores the paradox that what TAs say they want in 

terms of professional development is not necessarily what they participate in (Gonglewski & 

Penningroth, 1998).  Implications for graduate student professional development are also 

discussed. 

 

Keywords: teacher education, foreign language teaching assistants, graduate students, 

professional development, questionnaires 
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 According to a survey conducted by the Modern Language Association (MLA) in the fall 

semester of 1999, 48% of the instructors in doctoral-granting foreign language (FL) departments 

at that time were graduate students (Laurence, 2001).  Contrary to their title, not all FL Teaching 

Assistants (TAs) “assist” faculty members.  Many are, in fact, the instructors of record for their 

courses - planning lessons, creating assessments, and being the primary contact person that their 

students have with the department, albeit under the supervision of a faculty member.  Laurence 

(2001) reported that in his sample, tenured or tenure-stream faculty members comprised only 

25.7% of the instructors in PhD-granting FL departments.  TAs, on the other hand, taught 40.7% 

of undergraduate FL courses and were responsible for 57.4% of the first-year FL classes.  These 

beginning and intermediate courses are often seen as a sort of “training arena” for graduate 

students who would like to continue teaching in the future (Guthrie, 2001). 

 Most graduate students (84%) in Gonglewski and Penningroth’s (1998) study hoped to go 

into academia after graduating and were evenly split when it came to the kind of institution 

wherein they would like to find a position.  Indeed, the National Science Foundation (2011) 

reported that 94.3% of PhD recipients in Foreign Languages and Literatures who had 

employment upon graduation in 2011 had jobs in academe.  With the number of full-time and 

non-adjunct faculty positions dwindling and the ratio of tenure-track to non-tenure track 

positions decreasing, many FL graduate students will most likely end up in heavy teaching 

positions (National Science Foundation, 2011), mostly at the undergraduate level (Steward, 

2007).  Therefore, given the sizable portion of instruction provided by TAs and the fact that 

many will continue teaching in the future, their professional development as instructors is 

becoming increasingly more relevant. 
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The 2007 report “Foreign Language and Higher Education: New Structures for a 

Changed World” by the ad hoc committee on foreign languages of the Modern Language 

Association (MLA) urged U.S. collegiate FL departments to make certain changes in order to 

“reinvigorate language departments as valuable academic units central to the humanities and to 

the missions of institutions of higher learning” (p. 3) in today’s age of post 9/11 globalization.  

To do so, the MLA advocated a focus on interdisciplinary studies, collaboration, and creating 

“educated speakers who have deep translingual and transcultural competence” (p. 3).  The MLA 

therefore urged departments to create a cohesive undergraduate curriculum while rethinking their 

current outdated bifurcated structure that separates language classes from literature classes, 

undervalues language, and shows favoritism to literature.  

Although the report provided details about the changes needed across the four-year 

sequence, it failed to explain the implications that its proposed reform would have on the 

graduate students and graduate student teachers in FL departments and makes only two 

recommendations: “graduate studies should provide substantive training in language teaching 

and in the use of new technologies” (p. 7) and should “enhance and reward graduate student 

training . . . in language teaching” (p. 8).  The vagueness of such recommendations did not go 

unnoticed and was discussed in several publications (Allen & Negueruela-Azarola, 2010; 

Pfeiffer, 2008; Schechtman & Koser, 2008) that emerged in the wake of the report.  Pfeiffer 

underscored that FL departments granting PhD degrees are sites where “future faculty is trained 

and socialized into a mode of professional thinking that will have repercussions long after the 

current professoriate has retired” (p. 296).  In other words, any planned transformation of 

undergraduate FL curricula has “an immediate effect on the education and professional training 

of graduate students” (p. 296), and its impact will be felt long term. 
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Current Approaches to TA Professional Development 

 While some FL programs take a “haphazard” or “ non-systematic” (Dykstra-Pruim, 1998, 

p. 2) approach to FL professional development, most typically offer a pre-service orientation, a 

teaching methods course during the first semester of teaching, and regular workshops for 

beginning teachers (Ryan-Scheutz & Rustia, 1999).  This “front-loading” (Freeman, 1991, p. 35) 

approach to teacher development has been criticized as being inadequate because it “assume[s] 

that teachers can be equipped in advance, at the start of their careers, for all they will need to 

know and be able to do throughout their teaching lives” (Johnson, 2009, p. 12).  By focusing on 

the immediate needs of TAs working with beginning and intermediate FL classes, it also 

reinforces the language/literature dichotomy that the 2007 MLA report urged departments to 

replace.  

In her review of articles about FL teacher preparation found in the Modern Language 

Journal since its inception in 1916, Schulz (2000) concluded that researchers and program 

administrators are still discussing today the same issues that they were discussing years ago and 

that the field of FL teacher education is “still long on rhetoric, opinions, and traditional dogma” 

(p. 516).  In support of Schulz’s conclusion, Allen & Negueruela-Azarola (2010) found that of 

the 96 works dealing with graduate student professional development from 1987 to 2008, only 

21 were published empirical studies.  Instead of continuing the trend of enumerating 

recommendations without exploring how effective or welcome the professional development 

opportunities are, the authors called for a renewed interest in graduate student education, 

especially in the form of empirical studies, so FL departments can connect research and practice 

instead of basing graduate student education solely on tradition or hunches. 
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Many articles about TA professional development focused on or were the product of 

German departments (Arens, 1991; Gonglewski & Penningroth, 1998; Huffman, 1998; Olsen, 

1998; Rankin & Becker, 2006; Rankin, 1994; Van Cleve, 1987), leaving out the perspectives or 

unique needs of TAs in other FL departments.  Even fewer (Brandl, 2000; Chalupa & Lair, 2000; 

Gonglewski & Penningroth, 1998; Mills & Allen, 2007; Mills, 2011) examined TAs’ 

perspectives of professional development first-hand. 

 One of these studies was conducted by Ryan-Scheutz and Rustia (1999), who surveyed 

Italian programs in North America that employed TAs (N = 290) in order to determine how these 

TAs were being prepared to teach, their background, and who prepared them for teaching.  Of 

the 290 TAs who completed questionnaires, Ryan-Scheutz and Rustia found that just over a third 

of the TAs (37%) had prior teaching experience, and only 0.05% had taken a FL pedagogy class.  

To prepare TAs to teach, 72% of the programs offered methodology courses, and 40% held 

workshops.  Several recommendations were made to Language Program Directors (LPDs) for 

improving the pre-service and in-service professional development of graduate students.  

Recognizing the challenge involved with presenting a lot of information to novice TAs, Ryan-

Scheutz & Rustia suggested providing information packets early to TAs, prioritizing orientation 

information that is necessary for the first week of teaching, and encouraging peer collaboration 

early on in a TA’s teaching career.  The in-service recommendations did not focus on the 

teaching methods course; instead, Ryan-Scheutz and Rustia urged programs to implement more 

peer observations, mini-conferences about best practices, and a system for sharing teaching 

materials among peers.  Additionally, they advocated for professionalization in teaching.  

Other studies (Mills & Allen, 2007; Mills, 2011) looked at the self-efficacy beliefs of 

TAs and found that in general TAs were comfortable with the amount of teaching professional 
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development that they had received in their programs in regards to preparing them to teach 

language classes.  A discrepancy, however, was found when it came to literature courses: TAs 

were not confident in their ability to teach literature.  The need to teach content and literature 

courses is not in the immediate future for novice TAs, so teaching methods classes tend not to 

focus on this.  However, for TAs who were closer to going on the job market, the traditional 

methods class proved woefully insufficient.  

 Gonglewski and Penningroth (1998) also explored graduate student perspectives about 

professional development, but with a different focus.  They examined what graduate students 

valued and thought they needed as professors.  They surveyed 188 graduate students from 1994-

1995 in 28 German departments across the country.  TAs were asked to select from a list of 

professional development opportunities which activities they thought were valuable and which 

ones they had participated in.  Despite considering something to be important for their future, 

TAs did not always take advantage of it.  For example, the biggest discrepancies were found in 

the categories involving collaboration.  Seventy percent of the TAs surveyed thought it was 

important to collaborate in teaching advanced FL courses, yet only 12% had actually done this, 

bringing into question TAs’ relationships with their mentors and colleagues.  As this was a 

purely quantitative study, the authors could only speculate as to why these gaps existed, since no 

follow-up interviews were conducted. 

 Brandl’s (2000) study incorporated data from 56 surveys and 23 follow-up interviews 

with TAs working mostly in departments of commonly taught languages in the same university.  

Going beyond Gonglewski and Penningroth (1998), this study asked what TAs take advantage of 

and how influential each activity was to their teaching.  Results showed that the most commonly 

used approaches to teacher preparation were the methods course, orientation activities, and 
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supervisor observations.  Despite their prevalence, the mean scores showing the perceived effect 

on teaching indicated that TAs seemed to prefer activities other than the typical teacher 

preparation opportunities.  For instance, they favored low anxiety activities such as informal 

discussions with peers and supervisors, and they least preferred structured activities with people 

who had low expertise, such as peer mentoring programs or observations by faculty members 

who did not have a background in pedagogy.  Given these findings, Brandl proposed changes in 

professional development opportunities depending on individual levels of experience and 

personal preferences.  For example, since novice TAs experience high anxiety from being 

observed and videotaped, he suggested that extra attention be given to them to make them aware 

of the observation procedure and the pedagogical rationale.  For advanced TAs that are more 

comfortable with teaching, Brandl suggested another methodology course that focuses on theory 

and fine-tuning one’s teaching.  He also stressed the importance of consultations with 

experienced instructors, particularly after observations.  

 Compared to how many studies make recommendations about TA professional 

development, relatively few have consulted TAs themselves about their preparation as teachers.  

Those that did found that current professional development is falling short.  Scholars have 

hypothesized about what prevents TAs from meeting their perceived professional development 

needs, but they failed to ask TAs to explain for themselves why they sometimes choose not to 

participate in available professional development opportunities.  

Research Questions 

The present mixed-methods study responds to Schulz’s (2000) and Allen and 

Negueruela-Azarola’s (2010) call for empirical studies in a sea of “rhetoric, opinions, and 

traditional dogma” (Schulz, 2000, p. 516) by considering data from TAs themselves about how 
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important professional development is, which activities they have participated in, and what 

constraints prevent them from participating more.  It updates and expands primarily on Brandl 

(2000) and Gonglewski and Penningroth (1998) by providing current data on more professional 

development activities and a broader sample of graduate students.  In an effort to inform and 

improve upon the professional development opportunities available to TAs, this study seeks to 

answer the following research questions: 

1. What do TAs say that they need to be successful as teachers? 

2. Which internal and external professional development opportunities do TAs avail 

themselves of?   

3. Why do they not participate in certain professional development opportunities? 

Based on the anecdotal evidence and Gonglewski and Penningroth’s (1998) findings, the 

researcher expects to find a discrepancy between what TAs say and what they do.  Additionally, 

because of differences in beliefs and practices found by Brandl (2000) and Gonglewski and 

Penningroth (1998), the researcher also sought to answer these questions by examining the 

interrelationships among a number of educational and biographical factors and variables, 

including years of study, disciplines, school type, and national origin. 

Methodology 

Measures and data collection 

 Two primary sources of data were collected for this study: online questionnaires and 

follow-up Skype interviews. 

Online Questionnaires.  The questionnaire included sections about biographical data, 

education, work, and professional development (for a copy of the questionnaire, see Appendix 
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A).  The questionnaire focused on four main topic areas: biographical data (5 questions), 

education (7 questions), work (6 questions), and professional development (120 questions).  

The biographical information section asked questions about gender, age, nationality, and 

languages spoken.  These questions were asked to gather descriptive statistics of the sample and 

in order to find out if there were different perceptions and practices across these variables.   

The education section asked for the TAs’ current school, previous school, degree 

pursued, and field of study.  These questions were included as they could inform the researcher 

about the size of the school and its public or private status, which could impact the level of 

resources dedicated to TA professional development.  Additionally, knowing the school and 

program that the participants attend or attended made it possible to look up more background on 

the programs, their reputations, their approach to graduate studies, and program requirements.  

The questionnaire asked about the amount of graduate school completed in order to see if there 

was a difference between the perceptions of novice TAs as compared to more experienced ones, 

which would again support the argument that personalized professional development is needed.  

Finally, as in Gonglewski and Penningroth (1998), the questionnaire asked about TAs’ career 

goals to speculate on TAs’ personal views towards teaching and research.  These variables were 

also used in statistical analyses to determine if differences in belief and practice varied across 

groups. 

 The work section of the questionnaire asked about the department in which the TAs 

taught, which was not necessarily the department within which they were enrolled.  The 

questionnaires also asked about the language taught, years of experience, classes taught, and the 

approach to teaching used in the department to see if there were differences in perceptions and 

practice of professional development across these variables. 
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The final section asked questions about professional development: whether a certain 

opportunity was available, how often TAs took advantage of it, and how useful each professional 

development opportunity seemed to be.  The basic questions were inspired by Brandl (2000) and 

Gonglewski and Penningroth (1998): Brandl’s professional development opportunities were 

expanded to include research activities (Rankin & Becker, 2006; Rankin, 1994) and other 

opportunities available off campus (Gonglewski & Penningroth, 1998), such as conferences.  

There were also two open-ended questions asking TAs to explain what they thought TAs needed 

to be able to do or know to be successful in their current positions and what suggestions they had 

for improving TA professional development.  This final section of the questionnaire also asked 

how important the department viewed each professional development opportunity to be because 

this factor was previously overlooked.  Depending on the answers provided in two of the 

sections, follow-up questions asked the respondent to explain why they never or rarely 

participated in an activity or what they found so helpful about a particular opportunity.  These 

additional questions made some of the questionnaires quite long, so a status bar was included at 

the top of each page to inform participants about their progress through the questionnaire in an 

effort to have them finish the questionnaire (Dörnyei & Taguchi, 2010).  Because of the sensitive 

nature of some of these questions, participants’ responses were kept anonymous.  In order to 

match participants’ responses with their optional follow-up interviews, participants were asked to 

create a self-generated identification code (Kearney, Hopkins, Mauss, & Weisheit, 1984) that 

would be easily replicated by them but would be inherently meaningless to the researcher. 

The Datstat Illume software (http://www.datstat.com/survey-research-software) was 

chosen to host the questionnaires because it was provided free through the researcher’s 

university and had secure data storage.  The questionnaires went live after receiving project 
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approval from the Institutional Review Board.  They remained open for approximately three 

months.  Throughout this time period, participants were solicited using the listservs of the 

Computer-Assisted Language Instruction Consortium (CALICO) Special Interest Group for 

Teacher Education, the Center for Educational Resources in Culture, Language, and Literacy 

(CERCLL), the American Association for University Supervisors and Coordinators (AAUSC), 

as well as Facebook and personal connections.  Using contact information found on the websites 

of U.S. FL departments with TAs, the researcher also directly contacted potential participants.   

Interviews.  In the field of language teacher education, first person narratives have 

become a commonly accepted research tool for exploring participants’ perspectives, experiences, 

and knowledge (Johnson & Golombek, 2002).  Although the online questionnaires generated 

valuable data, “interviewing is most consistent with people’s ability to make meaning through 

language” (Seidman, 1998, p. 7).  Therefore, participants who completed the questionnaire were 

asked on the submission page if they were willing and available to participate in a recorded 

follow-up interview on using on the audio capabilities of Skype.  If the participant agreed, they 

were sent to a Google document where they provided their email address as well as their self-

generated identification code, which was used to link their questionnaire data to their interview 

data.  

 Semi-structured interviews gave the participants the flexibility to tell their own stories 

related to the questions of this research study outside of the confines of a questionnaire.  The 

interview questions were based on the research questions of this study as well as the list of 

questions used by Brandl (2000).  Questions were asked about the impact of teaching quality and 

student evaluations on TAs’ contracts and future teaching; knowledge, skills, and abilities that 

TAs think they need to be successful in their current and future teaching positions; mentoring 
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relationships; recommendations for improved professional development; and overall impressions 

about which professional development opportunities are most and least helpful to TAs.  Before 

each interview, the participants’ questionnaire data from the DatStat Illume software were 

downloaded in order to determine if additional interview questions or clarifications would be 

needed.  For example, if a TA had written a particularly critical or cryptic response, the 

interviewee would be asked to elaborate on it, in addition to responding to the pre-determined list 

of questions.  For this list of questions, see Appendix B. 

All interviews were conducted at a mutually agreed-upon time in the researcher’s private 

office on campus using only the audio component of Skype (http://www.skype.com).  They were 

recorded using the freeware Callnote (http://www.kandasoft.com) and transcribed with the help 

of Express Scribe, omitting pauses, hesitations, repetitions, and fillers, such as “like” and “um.”  

Upon completion, the researcher proofread the transcripts while listening to the recordings again 

at full speed to ensure accuracy. 

Participants1Questionnaire respondents.  In order to participate in the TA 

questionnaire data collection, the following selection criteria had to be met: Participants had to 

be current graduate students teaching a FL in the United States, regardless of whether they were 

enrolled in a FL department.  In other words, a graduate student studying Anthropology but 

teaching in a FL department was eligible to complete the questionnaire.   

Ninety-four TAs completed the questionnaire.  There were 28 male students (30%) and 

66 female students (70%) ranging from 21 to 49 years old (M = 29.8, SD = 5.67).  Thirty-one 

students (33%) were pursuing an MA, 62 (66%) were pursuing a PhD, and one selected “Other” 

because she was enrolled in a Dual MA program.  When coding the data, the dual-enrolled 

                                                
1 As part of a larger study, data was collected from TAs, FL Faculty, Graduate Advisors, and LPDs across the 
United States.  For the purpose of this article, only the data from the TAs will be considered. 
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student was included with the other Masters students.  The respondents ranged from first-year 

graduate students (12%) to students enrolled in graduate school for more than 10 years (2%), 

with 88% of the participants being in their first five years of graduate school.  Forty-six (49%) of 

the TA participants specified in Literature or Cultural Studies, 23 (24%) were in Linguistics or 

the Linguistics of their language of choice, and 25 (27%) were in Applied Linguistics or one of 

its subfields, such as Second Language Acquisition (SLA)2.  Not surprisingly, 68 (72%) of them 

had taught only elementary and/or intermediate language classes, while only 26 (28%) had 

taught advanced language classes and/or content classes.  Their years of experience teaching at 

an American university ranged from less than one to 15 (M = 3.2, SD = 2.86). 

TAs who completed the questionnaire came from 27 universities (20 public and 7 

private).  In total, they taught courses in 11 different languages (see Table 1 for the breakdown of 

languages taught).  Thirty (31.9%) were International TAs (ITAs), but not all of the ITAs taught 

their native language.  Seven (7.4%) TAs taught classes in more than one language. 

  

                                                
2 Twenty-two of the students in Applied Linguistics or one of its subfields were in interdisciplinary programs housed 
outside of language departments.  The other three TAs were students in FL departments, following tracts in Applied 
Linguistics. 
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Table 1  
Languages Taught by TAs 
 Number 
Spanish 39* 
French 24* 
German 13 
Italian 7* 
Portuguese 6* 
Japanese 4 
Arabic 2 
Chinese 2 
Russian 2 
Hindi 1 
Swedish 1 
Note. An asterisk (*) denotes 
students that have taught other 
languages. For example, 39* means 
that 39 TAs have taught Spanish 
and at least one of them is counted 
under another language because 
they have taught more than one 
language. 

 
Compared to Gonglewski and Penningroth’s (1998) participants who foresaw their future in 

research institutions rather than 2-4 year colleges, almost half (48.9%) of the TAs in the present 

study saw themselves working at a liberal arts college in the future.  The graduate students who 

selected “Other” preferred the high school setting (n = 4) or were unsure/undecided (n = 9).  See 

Table 2 for a breakdown of where TAs saw themselves working in the future.  Possible 

explanations for this preference of liberal arts colleges over research institutions will be 

discussed later in this article. 

Table 2   
Where TAs See Themselves Working in the Future  
 Number of TAs Percentage 
Research Institution 24 25.5 
Liberal Arts College 46 48.9 
Community College 4 4.3 
Business/Government/Non-profit 7 7.5 
Other 13 13.8 
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 Interviewees.  Any TA who had completed the online questionnaire was eligible to 

participate in the follow-up interviews.  Twenty-five of the 94 TA participants who had 

completed questionnaires added their contact information to the list of potential interviewees, 

and 16 of them actually completed interviews.  

Among the TAs respondents, there were 5 men (31.3%) and 11 women (68.7%) who had 

an average age of 31.6 years (SD = 6.1).  Four (25%) were ITAs.  Thirteen (81.3%) were PhD 

students, and the remaining three (18.7%) were pursuing an MA degree.  They had completed an 

average of 4.9 years of graduate school, ranging from less than a year to more than 10 years.  

Their areas of specialization were Literature (n = 3), Hispanic Linguistics (n = 4), and Applied 

Linguistics (n = 9).  The TAs taught classes in Spanish (n = 12), German (n = 2), Portuguese (n 

= 2), and French (n = 2).  Two TAs taught classes in two different FL departments.  In general, 

the TAs who were interviewed are representative of the questionnaire respondents, with the 

exception of the years of graduate school completed: The questionnaire respondents had 

completed an average of 3.5 years of graduate school, but the interviewees had completed an 

average of 4.9 years.  This relatively high average was due to the inclusion of a TA who had 

been in graduate school for over 10 years. 

Pseudonyms are used to protect the privacy of the TAs who were interviewed for this 

study.  For a brief description of each respondent, see Appendix C.  

Data Analysis  

To answer this study’s research questions, both quantitative and qualitative analyses were 

conducted.  

 Quantitative analyses.  Descriptive statistics were used to calculate the overall means of 

perceived value and frequency of use of the various professional development activities.  
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Independent t-tests were used to assess if there were differences in regard to professional 

development opportunities for the following between-subjects factors: university type (public vs. 

private), gender (male vs. female), teacher language (non-native speaker vs. native speaker), 

citizenship (American TAs vs. ITAs), classes taught (beginning/intermediate classes only vs. 

advanced language/content classes), and degree sought (MA vs. PhD).  ANOVAs were 

conducted to determine if differences exists among disciplines and language.  Finally, Pearson 

correlations were determined for continuous variables such as age, university size, years of 

graduate school completed, and years of teaching experience.   

In addition to the analysis of individual questionnaire items, four composite variables 

(“Classes,” “Workshops,” “Research-related activities,” and “Observations”) were created by 

averaging sets of items.  These composite variables help to give a more general understanding of 

how TAs rated types of professional development opportunities.  See Table 3 for the professional 

development opportunities that were combined to make each composite variable.  
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Table 3    
Variables that were Grouped Together to Create Composite Variables 

Coursework Workshops Research-related 
activities Observations 

-Teaching 
methods 
course 

 
-Additional 

pedagogy 
or language 
classes 

-Pre-service 
workshops or Fall 
orientation 

 
-Workshops/ 

Webinars 
organized by your 
textbook’s 
publisher 

 
-Workshops or a 

colloquium series 
organized by your 
program or 
department 

  
-Workshops 

organized by the 
university  

 
-Technology 

workshops 
organized by the 
university 

-Local, regional, 
national, or 
international 
conferences about 
language teaching 
and learning 

 
-Listservs or email 

distribution lists 
about language 
teaching and 
learning 

 
-Scholarly journals 

and articles about 
teaching language 
teaching and 
learning 

 
-Membership in 

professional 
organizations 
related to language 
teaching and 
learning 

-Teaching 
observations of 
peers 

 
-Teaching 

observations by 
peers 

 
-Teaching observation 

by a supervisor or 
high-ranking TA 

 
-Teaching 

observations by 
other faculty 

 
-Videotaped teaching 

observation 
 
-Follow-up meetings 

to discuss teaching 
observations 

 

 Qualitative analyses.  To supplement and elaborate on the quantitative data, qualitative 

data were analyzed as well.  First, the interview transcripts and the questionnaire questions 

regarding what TAs said they needed in order to be successful and the reasons why they chose 

not to participate in certain professional development opportunities were coded deductively 

based on the research questions using the codes “Say,” “Now,” “Future,” “Do,” and “Why Don’t 

Do.”  The code “Say” was applied to anything that TAs said they valued (e.g., “feedback from 

peers”), “Now” and “Future” referred to what TAs said about their current and future jobs, the 

code “Do” was applied to statements in which TAs said they actually participated in a certain 
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professional development activity (e.g., “coordinators give talks on how to manage conflict”), 

and the code “Why Don’t Do” was applied to comments about why TAs did not participate in 

certain professional development opportunities (e.g., “no time”). 

After these five deductive categories were enumerated, the researcher then coded 

inductively for themes that arose from the data.  As new codes were created, they were added to 

a master list of codes.  Once the data had been coded, they were all re-coded using the final 

master list of codes. 

Table 4 provides an overview of each research question, the measures used to address 

each question, and the analyses conducted to answer the question.  In addition to the specific 

questions in the questionnaires and interviews that were directly related to the research questions, 

qualitative data from other questions was also included in the analysis when related to the 

research questions of the present study. 
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Table 4   
Analyses Conducted   

Research Question Data Source/Measure  Quantitative Analyses 

1. What do TAs say that 
they need to be successful 
as teachers? 

Questionnaire: Importance 
of professional development 
opportunity to current 
position (Quantitative) 

-Descriptive statistics 
 
-t-tests 
  -University type (public vs. private) 
   -Gender (male vs. female) 
   -Teacher language (non-native 
speaker vs. native speaker) 
   -Citizenship (American TAs vs. 
ITAs) 
   -Classes taught 
(beginning/intermediate classes only 
vs. advanced classes) 
   -Degree sought (MA vs. PhD) 
 
-Between-subjects ANOVAs 
   -University size (based on 
undergraduate population) 
   -Program of study 
(Literature/Culture vs. Linguistics 
vs. Applied Linguistics)  
   -Language of the classes taught 
(Spanish/Portuguese vs. 
French/Italian vs. German vs. Less 
Commonly-Taught Languages) 
 
-Correlation 
   -Age 
   -Years of experience teaching 
   -Years in graduate school 

Questionnaire: Importance 
of professional development 
opportunity to future 
position 
(Quantitative) 
Interview: “What 
skills/abilities/knowledge do 
you think you’ll need in 
order to be successful in 
your current teaching 
position? In your future 
career?” (Qualitative) 
Questionnaire: “In your 
opinion, what should 
graduate students need to do 
or know in order to be 
successful teachers?” 
(Qualitative) 

2. Which internal and 
external professional 
development 
opportunities do TAs 
avail themselves of?  
Why do they not 
participate in certain 
professional development 
opportunities? 

Questionnaire: Frequency of 
use (Quantitative) 

Questionnaire: Activities 
TAs have participated in at 
least once (Quantitative) 
Questionnaire: “Why did 
you never or rarely 
participate in X?” 
(Qualitative) 

Findings 

The TAs provided a wealth of both quantitative and qualitative data, and some 

statistically significant results were found among different subgroups of TAs.  The results for 

this study are reported separately by research question in the order they were initially presented. 
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What It Means to be a “Successful” Teacher 

 When asking graduate students about what they need in order to be successful as a 

teacher, now as a TA and in the future as a faculty member, the meaning of “successful” was 

purposefully ambiguous so as not to limit responses.  TAs’ success could be measured by their 

abilities to have their students reach predetermined goals, it could be gauged more quantifiably 

with supervisor evaluations or student evaluations, or it could simply be a subjective reflection of 

one’s own teaching abilities.  The TAs’ responses to this questionnaire item and interview 

question obviously produced a wide range of responses, which could be organized, for the most 

part, into Freeman’s (1989) four categories of what a teacher must possess: knowledge, skills, 

attitude, and awareness.   

 In the present, as a TA.  “Knowledge” was defined as the subject matter - the “what of 

teaching” (Freeman, 1989, p. 36).  This encompasses a wide range of information.  For example, 

knowledge for students of German would include but not be limited to “the literary canon, 

linguistics, history of the language, Middle High German, non-canonical texts, critical theory, 

film, . . . and whatever their professors’ research interests happen to be” (Hock, 2009, p. 8).  No 

matter what the language studied or taught, content knowledge for the course being taught was 

often at the forefront of what TAs considered to be important.  For instance, Paula, a doctoral 

student in SLA who taught Spanish classes, said that TAs “need to have a good knowledge of the 

subject matter in terms of just the language and how it works, as well as the culture and not just 

the food, festivals, and whatever – that type of culture – but also the more subtle or maybe 

deeper ways that culture functions.”  Rafael, a TA in Portuguese and Spanish who was also 

pursuing his PhD in SLA, agreed with Paula’s insistence upon a mastery of the FL.  He further 

explained that “you definitely need the knowledge of the language and not only a knowledge of 
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just how to speak it but also some of the rules of language.  I’ve seen where certain teachers may 

speak pretty well, but they just don’t know enough about a certain form to be able to explain it 

well.”  Several graduate students also outlined what TAs needed to know by explaining what it 

means to be a TA.  For example, Ana, an experienced TA in Spanish, said that a successful 

teacher needs to know “how to follow instructions by the department or know what certain 

regulations are and how the department can help.”  

 “Skills” were defined by Freeman (1989) as “the how of teaching” (p. 36).  For the TAs 

in this study, the skills needed to be a good teacher were varied and numerous.  For example, 

Alejandro, an MA student in Hispanic Linguistics, said it was important to know “classroom 

mechanics: transitioning between activities, making sure the classroom is set up in a way that’s 

useful for getting everybody to talk and move around.”  Both Ana and Sophie, experienced TAs 

in their respective languages and members of a national organization dedicated to issues of 

technology and language learning, emphasized the ability to use technology effectively in the 

classroom.  Others said that designing tests, writing course objectives, planning lessons, 

managing time, and encouraging participation in the target language were all important skills to 

have. 

 “Attitudes” referred to the “stance one adopts toward oneself, the activity of teaching, 

and the learners one engages” (Freeman, 1989, p. 32).  For instance, Daniel, the TA with the 

most years of experience in this study, wrote about an attitude towards teaching that he thought 

TAs should have: “[Graduate students] should give their role as TA just as much importance as 

their role as graduate students. . . . Most graduate students don’t take their teaching seriously 

enough.”  Additionally, Rafael, a TA in Spanish and Portuguese who was strikingly positive 

during his interview, wrote that  
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it is really important to be kind and happy in the classroom.  I have had enough student 

comments on how coming to class was enjoyable because they could see I was happy to 

be there to know that it contributes to an environment conducive to learning.  

In a similarly positive fashion, Ana, who had taught five years of college Spanish, said during 

her interview that teachers should remember to be “thankful for the great students that [they] 

have.” 

 Several students mentioned interpersonal skills, which seemed to be a blend of “skills” 

and “attitudes.”  Two TAs, Noelia and David, went into detail about how a teacher’s attitude 

influences their ability to relate to their students.  Noelia, a native Spanish speaker enrolled in a 

Hispanic Linguistics PhD program, said that the most important thing to be successful as a 

teacher is that  

we can understand the students.  Understand what they feel, why they feel that way, why 

they behave that way, and we are able to see that sometimes they don’t have to be doing 

everything all the time so they have their ups and downs and we have to understand the 

human being is different from us so they have different woes and different things they 

want to do.  They are sometimes they have their own problems and that’s a good way to 

have a successful relationship with the students.  

David, a Masters student in Hispanic Linguistics, agreed with the importance of creating a 

personal bond with one’s students: “You actually have to get to know the student and the only 

way you’re going to get to know the student is if they feel comfortable around you, so you really 

have to have good social skills.”  He then explained the difference between instructors who do 

and do not have the appropriate attitudes for teaching:  
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One of the big things that I’ve noticed between the instructors and professors who are 

respected and the ones who are not necessarily thought of as highly is that regardless of 

whether you’re easy or hard, if you do a good job of trying to relate the material to your 

students and trying to really get to know your students, that seems to be something that 

students appreciate, whether you give them an A, a B, or a C.  If you make an effort to 

engage them in a way that they can relate to their own lives . . . 

He said that actually using these interpersonal skills is a “tightrope act” between being a 

welcoming personality and an authority figure.  Instructors who successfully perform this act are 

the ones that he considered to be “good” teachers.  This struggle to maintain an appropriate 

attitude and space with one’s students was echoed by other TAs.  For example, Katarina, a PhD 

student in SLA who taught German, said that it was important to “balance having a good 

relationship with the student but you also want to be the authority figure.  You have to be the 

teacher, the instructor, the person who they respect and treat with respect.” 

 The fourth element that teachers need, according to Freeman (1989), is “awareness,” 

which he defined as “the capacity to recognize and monitor the attention one is giving or has 

given to something” (p. 33).  Although it was present in this study, “awareness” was by far the 

least mentioned category.  In his interview, David stated that it was important for a teacher to 

“really pay attention to the vibe that you get in class.  If something’s not working, ask students 

what isn’t working and what can you do to make it better.”  For at least one TA, this awareness 

should transcend the classroom.  Daniel, a TA in SLA who taught both French and Spanish, 

wrote in his questionnaire that “graduate students need to continually reflect on their teaching in 

order to improve.”   
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 By enumerating lengthy lists of knowledge, skills, attitudes, and awareness that TAs 

thought were necessary to be successful in their current positions, TAs showed how complicated 

and demanding they considered their current job to be.  It is important to note that these lists are 

not all-inclusive, and that TAs might still be unaware of all that they need, especially regarding 

their future positions as professors.    

TAs were asked to rate the importance of 11 professional development activities to their 

current roles in academia on a scale ranging from 0 (Not at all helpful) to 4 (Extremely helpful).  

The TA respondents in this sample selected “Collaborating in teaching courses” (M = 2.95, SD = 

1.14), “Reading current research about language teaching and learning” (M = 2.72, SD = 1.24), 

and “Assembling a teaching portfolio” (M = 2.52, SD = 1.3) as having the greatest contribution 

to their preparation as teachers in their current TA roles.  According to the TAs, the least 

important activities to their current positions were “Publishing articles about language teaching 

and learning” (M = 2.02, SD = 1.40), “Attending conferences about teaching” (M = 1.99, SD = 

1.41), and “Serving on departmental or university committees” (M = 1.80, SD = 1.24).  See 

Table 5 for the mean values of importance for these professional development opportunities.    
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Table 5        
Reported Importance of Professional Development for Current and Future 
Teaching Positions 
  Now  Future  Overall 
  M (SD)  M (SD)  M (SD) 
          
Collaborating in teaching   2.95 (1.14)  3.17 (.94)  3.06 (1.05) 
           
Reading current research 
on language teaching and 
learning 

 
2.72 (1.24)  3.07 (.98) 

 
2.89 (1.13) 

          
Assembling a teaching 
portfolio 

 2.52 (1.3)  3.13 (1.07)  2.81 (1.23) 

          
Taking writing 
workshops to improve 
research / writing skills 

 
2.43 (1.23)  2.79 (1.07) 

 
2.61 (1.17) 

          
Collaborating on 
presentations, articles, or 
projects about language 
teaching and learning 

 

2.41 (1.37)  2.95 (1.13) 

 

2.62 (1.27) 

          
Being a member of 
organizations about 
language teaching and 
learning 

 

2.33 (1.37)  2.91 (1.11) 

 

2.62 (1.27) 

          
Conducting action 
research 

 2.28 (1.27)  2.74 (1.18)  2.51 (1.24) 

          
Presenting papers/posters 
about language teaching 
and learning 

 
2.03 (1.39)  2.27 (1.41) 

 
2.15 (1.40) 

          
Publishing articles about 
language teaching and 
learning 

 
2.02 (1.40)  2.51 (1.39) 

 
2.27 (1.41) 

          
Attending conferences 
about teaching 

 1.99 (1.41)  2.51 (1.35)  2.24 (1.40) 

          
Serving on departmental 
or university committees 

 1.80 (1.24)  2.47 (1.18)  2.14 (1.25) 
Note. Not all activities were rated by every TA because some TAs had selected “unsure” for certain activities.  
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In the future, as a professor.  When asked to rate the importance of the same activities 

in their future teaching roles, the TAs rated the items similarly.  These same activities were 

chosen as the most helpful to their future careers as well: “Collaborating on teaching” (M = 3.17, 

SD = .94), “Reading research” (M = 3.07, SD = .98) and “Assembling a teaching portfolio” (M = 

3.13, SD = 1.07).  The professional development opportunities that received low scores for TAs’ 

current positions were also among the least important to their future careers as teachers, with the 

exception that “Presenting papers/posters at conferences about language teaching and learning” 

(M = 2.27, SD = 1.41) was now also included as not being important.  Presenting at conferences 

about language teaching and learning was, in fact, considered by the TAs in this sample to be the 

least important activity to TAs’ futures as teachers.  Refer to Table 5 again for these means. 

When TAs were asked what they thought they needed to be successful in their future teaching 

roles as professors, they provided a wide range of responses that varied depending on where TAs 

saw themselves working in the future and their awareness of faculty job requirements.  The three 

main categories (i.e., knowledge, skills, attitudes) that TAs considered to be important for their 

current teaching positions remained relevant for their future positions, but the exact scope of 

these categories was slightly different.  Rafael, a TA in Spanish and Portuguese, claimed that his 

knowledge, skills, attitudes, and awareness would not need to change to adapt to the 

responsibilities tied to his future positions in academia since he was already the instructor of 

record for his courses.  As such, he was responsible for creating all lessons, exams, and 

assignments, although he had not played a role in developing the syllabus.  Ana, on the other 

hand, who had taught in various post-secondary settings for more than ten years stated, “I don’t 

think that teacher knowledge is something that’s static.  It moves.”  Like Rafael, Sophie was the 

instructor of her course but agreed with Ana about necessary changes in teacher knowledge.  
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Sophie presumed that her knowledge base would need to be greater if she were to teach 

advanced classes: 

I don’t think I’ll be teaching beginning French for the rest of my life, so I think that the 

pedagogical knowledge and the content knowledge will be different for different courses 

that I teach.  I think a lot of the skills are transferable but the knowledge is specific to the 

course.  There’s some overlap, but whatever job I go to, there will be things that are 

specific to that job as well.  

According to Noelia, a TA who had only taught elementary Spanish classes and had never 

created her own course, one example of how pedagogical skills would change over time is “the 

way you prepare the syllabus, how you move from the easiest topic to the more difficult topics, 

the methodology for the content courses.”  As an ITA, she had not progressed through the U.S. 

educational system, which could be a disadvantage to her when she has to create a new class 

later, according to Marina, an American TA.  Marina had even collected syllabi during her 

college years that she thought she could use as models.  David acknowledged that a new teaching 

role might require him to teach large lecture classes and that he would therefore have to learn 

how to manage a new classroom dynamic and be “a little bit more rigid.”  Therefore, most TAs 

could see how their skills and knowledge might need to expand, but the attitudes and awareness 

they deemed necessary to be successful as a TA remained essentially the same as the ones they 

assumed they would need later as professors.  

TA Professional Development Participation 

 There was a positive correlation between perceived importance and participation.  In 

other words, the more important TAs considered the contribution of the professional 

development opportunity to be, the more TAs participated at least one time.  See Table 6 for the 
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percentage of TAs that selected that they had participated at least once in the professional 

development opportunities and the average number of TAs who considered the activity to be 

important to their preparation as teachers, regardless of the point in their teaching career. 

Table 6 
Perceived Value and Participation 
 TAs who considered the 

activity to have an important 
contribution toward their 
preparation as teachers 

 TAs who 
participated in 
the activity at 

least once 
Reading current research on 
language teaching and learning 62 (66%)  58 (62%) 

    
Collaborating in teaching 58 (62%)  42 (45%) 
    
Assembling a teaching portfolio 52 (55%)  44 (47%) 
    
Being a member of organizations 
about language teaching and 
learning 

41 (43%)	    29 (31%) 

    
Collaborating on presentations, 
articles, or projects about 
language teaching and learning 

41 (43%)  29 (31%) 

    
Taking writing workshops to 
improve research / writing skills 41 (43%)	    28 (30%) 

    
Attending conferences about 
teaching 36 (38%)  60 (64%) 

    
Presenting papers/posters about 
language teaching and learning 33 (35%)  48 (51%) 

    
Conducting action research 33 (35%)  20 (21%) 
    
Serving on departmental or 
university committees 32 (34%)  24 (26%) 

    
Publishing articles about language 
teaching and learning 29 (30%)  10 (11%) 
Note. To determine how many students considered each professional development opportunity to be 
important to their preparation as teachers regardless of time in teaching career, the sum of TAs who 
selected “Very” and “Extremely” important in the present and the sum of TAs who selected “Very” and 
“Extremely” important in the future were averaged together. 
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 What is interesting about this table are the differences between how many TAs 

considered an activity to be valuable and how many of them have actually participated in it.  The 

largest differences were for attending conferences about language teaching and learning (24 

TAs), collaborating in teaching classes (16 TAs), publishing about language teaching and 

learning (19 TAs).  It was also noteworthy that the discrepancies for attending conferences and 

presenting research were in a different direction than the other activities: For these two 

professional development opportunities, more students took part in them than judged them to be 

important. 

 Additionally, participants were asked to rate how frequently they took advantage of 18 

various professional development opportunities on a scale of 0 (Never) to 3 (Frequently).  The 

TAs in this sample chose “Teaching methods course” (M = 2.93, SD = .37), “End-of-term 

student evaluations” (M = 2.87, SD = .53), and “Pre-service workshops/Orientation” (M = 2.66, 

SD = .70) as the most frequently utilized options.  Not surprisingly, these professional 

development opportunities were also the most commonly required ones according to TAs, in 

addition to observations by supervisors.  Among the least frequently utilized professional 

development opportunities by TAs were “Workshops/Webinars organized by the textbook 

publisher” (M = 1.07, SD = 1.11), “Videotaped teaching observations” (M = .83, SD = .97), and 

“Teaching observations by other faculty” (M = .66, SD = 1.05).  See Figure 1 for the mean 

reported frequency of use of each professional development opportunity by the TAs.  It is also 

important to note that TAs had the option of selecting “Not Applicable” for those professional 

development opportunities that were unavailable so that there is no confusion between a TA not 

taking advantage of an opportunity on purpose compared to not participating in an activity 

because it was unavailable to them.  Thus, the underutilization of these professional development 
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opportunities is not a reflection of their relative lack of availability but rather a genuine lack of 

use despite having the resource available.  

 
Figure 1.  Average reported frequency of use of professional development opportunities 

Statistical analyses were conducted3 to determine if participation in professional 

development opportunities varied between sub-groups of TAs.  Because the questionnaire data 

revealed that TAs considered reading research about language teaching and learning to 

contribute greatly to their teaching now and in the future, particular attention was paid to the 

reported participation in research-related professional development opportunities,4 such as taking 

additional classes, reading research, attending conferences, being members of professional 

associations dedicated to language teaching and learning, and receiving emails from listservs.  It 

                                                
3	  All t-tests and F-values in this study are significant at the p < .05 level.	  

4 Statistically significant differences were found for other professional development opportunities, but for the 
purposes of this paper, only ones related to research are reported.   

0.66	  
0.83	  

1.07	  
1.15	  

1.34	  
1.39	  
1.40	  
1.42	  
1.44	  
1.44	  
1.62	  
1.75	  

1.99	  
2.15	  
2.18	  

2.66	  
2.87	  
2.93	  

0.00	   0.50	   1.00	   1.50	   2.00	   2.50	   3.00	  

Teaching	  Observations	  by	  Other	  Faculty	  
Videotaped	  Teaching	  Observations	  

Workshops/Webinars	  from	  Textbook	  
Technology	  Workshops	  
Attending	  Conferences	  

Other	  Workshops	  Organized	  by	  the	  College	  
Receiving	  Listservs	  

Membership	  in	  Professional	  Organizations	  
Teaching	  Observations	  by	  Peers	  
Teaching	  Observations	  of	  Peers	  

Additional	  Pedagogy	  or	  Language	  Classes	  
Workshops	  or	  Colloquia	  in	  your	  Program	  

Reading	  Scholarly	  Articles	  
Follow-‐up	  Meetings	  After	  Observations	  

Observations	  by	  a	  Supervisor	  or	  Advanced	  
Pre-‐service	  Workshops/Orientation	  

Student	  Evaluations	  
Teaching	  Methods	  Course	  



 132 

is also important to note that although TAs also claimed to value assembling a teaching portfolio 

and collaboration in teaching courses, the questionnaire did not ask TAs to report on the 

frequency with which they participated in those activities, so no t-tests were conducted for them.  

No statistically significant differences in the frequency of participation in professional 

development opportunities were found for the following variables: gender, university type, 

language, classes taught, and native-speaker status.   

A statistically significant difference was found for one researched-related activity by the 

degree that TAs were pursuing, t(89) = 2.76.  PhD students (M = 1.68, SD = 1.30) selected that 

they had memberships more often in organizations dedicated to language teaching and language 

learning than TAs who were enrolled in MA programs (M = 1.25, SD = 1.25). 

 More experienced teachers tended to report going to such conferences more frequently 

than novice teachers.  For instance, Sophie, a TA in French who had completed seven years of 

graduate school at the time of this study, attended at least one national conference each year 

dedicated to issues in language learning and teaching.  To determine whether mean level 

differences in reported frequency of use by TAs existed depending on how long a TA has been 

teaching, an ANOVA was conducted using years of experience divided into four categories (0 = 

0-1, 1 = 1-2, 2 = 3-5, 3 = 6+ years).  The F-test for the ANOVA was statistically significant for 

six professional development opportunities, including “Attending conferences about language 

teaching and learning,” F(86, 3) = 3.95.  Follow-up Bonferroni post-hoc analyses indicated a 

significant mean difference for reported conference attendance between individuals with 0-1 year 

of experience (M = .85, SD = 1.14) and TAs with six or more years of experience (M = 2.27, SD 

= .91; z = 3.19).  
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An ANOVA was also conducted to determine mean level differences in frequency of use 

of professional development opportunities across type of graduate programs (0 = 

Literary/Cultural Studies, 1 = Linguistics, 2 = Applied Linguistics).  Follow-up Bonferroni 

analyses found there to be significant differences between the reported frequency of participation 

in three professional development opportunities related to research: additional pedagogy classes, 

F(88, 2) = 7.18; conferences, F(87, 2) = 3.98; and reading scholarly journals, F(91, 2) = 5.26.  

Not surprisingly, graduate students in Applied Linguistics tended to participate more often in 

these activities than their peers in other fields of study.  See Table 7 for the means of the 

research-related professional development opportunities where statistically significant 

differences were found. 

Table 7     
Frequency of Use of Professional Development Opportunities by TA Specialization 

 
 Lit/Cultural  Ling.  App. Ling.   Sig. Test 

  M (SD)  M (SD)  M (SD)  |x̄1-x̄2| (SE) 
Additional 
language/ 
pedagogy classes 

 
1.28 (1.30)  -- -- 

 
2.36 (.91) 

 
1.08 (.29) 

            
Conferences 
about language 
teaching/learning 

 
-- --  .95 (1.12) 

 
1.84 (1.11) 

 
.89 (.33) 

            
Scholarly 
journals/articles 
about language 
teaching 

 

1.70 (.99)  -- -- 

 

2.48 (.92) 

 

.78 (.24) 

 

 Marina, an American TA who was interviewed, speculated that teaching in the U.S. was 

easier for her than for ITAs because she had completed her education here and was therefore 

more aware of the context and its expectations.  In a comparison between American TAs and 

ITAs, ITAs reported attending several teacher development opportunities more frequently than 
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their American counterparts.  Six of these mean differences were found to be statistically 

significant, two of which were related to research about language teaching and learning.  See 

Table 8 for the t values. 

Table 8     
Frequency of Use of Professional Development Opportunities by Citizenship Status 
  ITAs  American TAs  Sig. Test 
  M (SD)  M (SD)   
Listservs/email lists about 
language teaching 

 1.83 (1.07)  1.20 (1.24)  t(63) = 2.48 

         
Memberships in 
organizations about 
language teaching 

 
1.93 (1.17)  1.16 (1.33) 

 
t(65) = 2.81 

      
To get a more general idea about how frequently TAs participated in professional development 

opportunities, composite variables were analyzed.  In regard to research-related activities, a 

statistically significant difference was found, t(89) = 2.15.  On average, ITAs (M = 3.19, SD = 

.76) participated more than American TAs (M = 2.77, SD = .91).  

 In sum, the TAs claimed that reading about language learning and teaching, collaborating 

in teaching classes, and assembling a teaching portfolio were the most important influences on 

their preparation as teachers.  They also reported that publishing about language teaching and 

learning, conducting action research, and serving on committees were the least important.  

However, discrepancies existed between what TAs valued and what they actually participated in.  

For most activities, even if TAs claimed to value their contributions to their professional 

development, there were some who had never participated in it.  On the other hand, more TAs 

attended conferences and presented their research than TAs who actually considered these 

activities to be important to their preparation as teachers.  The biggest discrepancies existed for 

attending conferences, collaborating on teaching, and publishing.  The professional development 

activities that were used most frequently by the TAs were the methods course, student 
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evaluations, and orientations.  Among the statistically significant differences that were found, 

Applied Linguistics students, ITAs, experienced teachers, and PhD students participated in 

certain research-related professional development opportunities more frequently than their 

colleagues. 

Reasons for Not Participating in Professional Development 

Despite having many perceived needs as teacher, TAs “never” or “rarely” participated in 

professional development activities 39.5% of the time.  In total, TAs provided 670 reasons why 

they “never” or “rarely” participated in certain professional development opportunities.5  For 

activities that cost money (i.e., attending conferences and joining organizations), finances were 

cited as a prohibitory factor.  If an activity was not required, TAs also tended to participate less 

often.  Of course, TAs felt encouraged to attend the required activities, but optional activities 

were usually considered to be regarded neutrally at best by the department (as neither 

encouraged nor discouraged), or TAs were unsure about the department’s stance.  Interestingly, 

four TAs selected that their department discouraged teaching observations by a professor other 

than the teaching supervisor.  Other students did not participate in certain professional 

development activities because they were “not interested,” did not know if they existed, or did 

not know when they took place.  

The greatest number of comments (154) made explicit references to not having time or 

being busy.  Some students’ responses became shorter as they completed the form: “See #24,” 

“No time,” or even just “time,” their brevity emphasizing just how little time they really had.  

The curtness of some of the responses created ambiguity about the reason that they had no time.  

Other comments, however, were more explicit and were divided unequally among students who 

                                                
5 It is important to note that these were not 670 unique responses, as some reasons were repeated.   
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were busy because of their teaching duties, while others were busy with their program 

requirements.  For example, one TA excused her lack of participation in extra professional 

development by writing, “Don’t have the time.  My TA load is very demanding.” 

It was more common for students to attribute their lack of professional development to 

time constraints related to their roles of “student” and “researcher.”  For example, in the 

questionnaire, TAs clearly explained their choice to prioritize their own studies by writing “I 

chose PhD coursework over pedagogy course [sic],” “I must take classes that will help me 

prepare for comprehensive exams in literature,” and “No time... this program is too intense.  I 

don’t even have time to see my family.  It would be impossible to add additional 

responsibilities.”  Even Ana, a TA who was studying SLA and had an extensive teaching 

background wrote “because our program is so ‘thick,’ I am usually thinking more about my 

research and studies than about developing and enriching my teaching abilities.”  What is 

surprising is that for a subset of these students, there was a complete disconnect between their 

graduate studies and their teaching.  For example, one TA wrote in the questionnaire, “always 

thought my focus is on the material (i.e., French) and not on teaching.”  Another wrote, “I’m not 

willing to spend the additional time, and they do not directly (at least as far as I’m concerned) 

relate to my field.” 

To summarize the findings, the TAs who participated in this study collectively made an 

extensive list of what they thought they needed in order to be successful teachers both now and 

in the future.  However, when asked to assess their participation in professional development 

activities, there was a discrepancy between what TAs said they valued and what they actually 

did.  Various factors, especially time constraints, were cited by TAs as preventing them from 
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participating in professional development.  The following section of this paper will discuss the 

implications that this has on TA professional development and FL departments. 

Discussion and Implications 

 Over a decade ago, Gonglewski and Penningroth (1998) found differences between 

which professional development opportunities TAs valued and what they actually participated in.  

Because Gonglewski and Penningroth did not conduct follow-up interviews, they could only 

speculate about the reasons causing this discrepancy, but they hypothesized that TAs’ closer 

relationships with their peers and lack of strong mentorships with faculty members prevented 

TAs from participating fully in several collaboration-based professional development 

opportunities.  TAs in the present study, however, offered many additional explanations as to 

why they have not participated in various activities including inadequate finances, feeling 

discouraged by their department, disinterest, perceived irrelevance, and lack of time.   

All of the differences found by Gonglewski and Penningroth (1998) were in the same 

direction, meaning that there were more students who valued an opportunity than students who 

had participated in it at least once.  In the present study, this was generally the case, with the 

exception of two professional development opportunities: attending conferences about language 

teaching and learning and giving posters or presentations at such conferences.  For these two 

opportunities, there were fewer TAs who selected that these opportunities had a “very” or 

“extremely” important contribution toward their preparation as teachers than TAs who had 

actually participated in them.  On the questionnaires, if TAs considered conferences or 

presentations to be helpful, an automatic follow-up question asked them to explain why.  If TAs 

never or rarely attended conferences or gave presentations, they were also asked to explain why.  

However, there were no automatic follow-up questions asking TAs why they found some 



 138 

activities unhelpful, although it was touched on briefly during the interviews when TAs 

explained what professional development opportunity they found to be least helpful.  For 

instance, TAs sometimes considered conferences and articles to be overwhelming because they 

had to “wade through” (Sophie, interview) a lot of material before finding personally relevant 

topics. 

An explanation about why perceptions and participation in conferences differed so 

greatly can be found in the questionnaire data.  As demonstrated by statistics, experienced TAs 

attended conferences more often than their novice TA counterparts, which causes us to reflect on 

the nature of conferences and how experienced TAs participate in them.  While all of the 

previously cited excuses were given for not attending conferences, it is also possible that, over 

time, experienced TAs have simply learned the value of going to conference whereas novice TAs 

have not.  However, because conferences were attended by more TAs than judged them to be 

helpful to teaching, it is more likely that experienced TAs attend conferences about language 

teaching and learning and give presentations for reasons other than improving their teaching, 

such as being on the job market or preparing to be.  This idea of changing perceptions over time 

is not unique, as Patricia acknowledged in her interview that she took her teaching evaluations 

seriously “especially now [she’s] looking for jobs.”  Conferences provide a variety of benefits to 

the FL job seeker: In addition to being able to listen to presentations, graduate students can 

present their own research, network with future colleagues, attend workshops, or interview for 

jobs.  Similar reasons could explain the variations that were found between PhD students and 

MA students regarding professional memberships.  Membership in organizations dedicated to 

language teaching and learning is accompanied by important benefits for TAs on the job market.  

They can network, get access to job postings, adding a line to their CV, and receive discounted 
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registration fees to conferences.  Also, PhD students might find that there are several 

organizations that fit their research interests, whereas MA students might still be discovering 

their interests. 

Professional development beyond the methods course is not often a degree requirement in 

many FL departments, and, if a professional development opportunity is not required, TAs have 

reported that they often do not participate in it.  Unsurprisingly, the most frequently used 

professional development opportunities in the present study were also the ones that the most 

students selected as “required”: teaching methods courses, end-of-term student evaluations, fall 

orientations, and supervisor evaluations.  It is not surprising that the TAs who completed more 

professional development than this were enrolled in Applied Linguistics programs.  TAs who 

studied Applied Linguistics took more pedagogy classes than Literature students.  They also 

attended more conferences about language teaching and learning than Linguistics students and 

read more articles about language teaching and learning than Literature students.  While 

conference attendance is just recommended, enrolling in classes beyond the methods course and 

reading research are obviously required elements of their degree programs.   

When professional development opportunities were required, TAs usually selected that 

these activities were “encouraged” by their department.  The non-required activities were either 

“encouraged,” “neutral,” or “discouraged,” or TAs were not sure how their department viewed 

them.  The fact that four TAs reported that their department discouraged one activity (i.e., 

observations conducted by professors that were not the teaching supervisor) is noteworthy, 

however.  In a two-tiered FL department, there are two main factions who could discourage TAs 

from having faculty members observe their teaching: the language specialists and the literature 

specialists.  Language experts might not consider faculty member’s feedback to be valid, since 
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they are not experts in pedagogy, as some TAs pointed out in their questionnaires.  Paula, a PhD 

candidate in Second Language Acquisition, acknowledged during her interview that being a 

good teacher does not necessarily mean that a professor is qualified to provide feedback about 

pedagogy.  It could also be the case that the faculty themselves give the impression to TAs that 

they could not observe classes because they are too busy or have different priorities.  Minimal 

support for teaching professional development sometimes comes from a disparaging attitude 

towards teaching which has its roots deep in many institutions that base promotion and tenure 

decisions primarily upon research production (Kramsch, 1987).   

Graduates students are socialized into their roles by the current professoriate, so if faculty 

deprioritize teaching, it is not surprising that TAs considered their “teacher” role secondary to 

their student/researcher role as well, as evidenced by their reasons for not participating in certain 

professional development opportunities and Daniel’s observation about graduate students not 

giving “their role as TA just as much importance as their role as graduate students.”, The TAs in 

this study rated “Reading research about language teaching and learning” as an activity that was 

important to them, and almost all students that valued reading research reported having done it at 

least once.  When asked why it was so important to read research about language teaching and 

language learning, several TAs claimed that practice should be informed by theory and research.  

Paula also remarked that it was a good way to get ideas to “try new things and see if they work.”  

Since many TAs have only taken one pedagogy course (the “methods” course), reading research 

is a simple and low commitment way to continue learning about pedagogy without actually 

taking the time to enroll in another class.  In fact, research articles about language teaching and 

learning is becoming a popular component in methods classes, so many TAs have read at least a 

few them because they are required to, which emphasizes the impact of required professional 
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development.  Reading research articles offered the additional benefit of being cheap, as TAs 

cited financial reasons as the principle cause for attending conferences or joining organizations 

about teaching and language learning.  When confronted with the pressure to gain content 

knowledge in their specialty, complete program requirements, write a dissertation, publish, and 

make conference presentations related to their field of study, it is no wonder that TAs have to 

prioritize.  Time was cited as the primary reason – even more so than a lack of interest, 

relevance, or finances – as to why TAs do not take full advantage of professional development 

opportunities.  For example, one TA wrote in her questionnaire: “I don’t get bonus points in my 

dissertation for reading [articles about language teaching and learning].  I barely had enough 

time to do my research and TA 20 hours a week.”  Given the pressure to focus one’s time on 

degree program requirements while acknowledging the complicated and demanding nature of 

language teaching, how can graduate programs prepare their students to be both scholars and 

teachers?  

To help TAs meet their perceived professional development needs, departments might 

consider implementing some professional development opportunities that can be done around 

students’ own schedules, such as online workshops.  Additional benefits to online workshops 

would be giving TAs the opportunity to learn about language teaching while at the same time 

becoming more comfortable with technology – an element that is inarguably important for their 

careers as educators.  This partially helps TAs by responding to their concerns about time, 

although ignores the tendency to not participate in activities that are not required.  Brandl (2000) 

proposed allowing TAs to choose activities from a sort of professional development menu, since 

differences in perceptions of usefulness have been found and it is generally accepted that a “one 

size fits all” approach to professional development is inadequate (Allen & Negueruela-Azarola, 
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2010; McKibbin, 2001).  This solution personalizes professional development and requires it to a 

certain extent but ignores TAs’ already extended schedules. 

Instead of just changing professional development to let TAs participate in what they 

value the most as Brandl (2000) recommended, it should be a goal to increase the value that TAs 

attribute to each activity.  Brandl (2000) suggested that TAs might not see the value in certain 

professional development opportunities, such as learning about theory (p. 366), or be aware of all 

the activities that were important.  The present study suggests that some TAs do not even know 

what certain professional development activities were or if they existed.  This is probably the 

case for action research and publisher developed workshops.  Forty-seven percent of the TAs in 

this study were unsure how their departments viewed action research, and 27% of them did not 

know if publisher workshops were available.  Because TAs do not recognize the importance of 

certain professional development opportunities, know what they are, or know if they exist, the 

basis of professional development should be decided by faculty with more expertise, who are 

arguably more aware of the range of possibilities.   

 Because TAs participate more frequently in professional development opportunities that 

are required, it would be advantageous to make more activities mandatory.  However, given 

TAs’ time constraints, this could be challenging.  Perhaps the best way to encourage a continued 

attention to professional development, given the constraints that TAs mentioned, would be 

integrating into already existing required courses, workshops, seminars, and meetings.  For 

example, Paula suggested in her interview that her departmental meetings be a longer so TAs 

have time to talk about administrative issues and also best practices and relevant professional 

development topics (e.g., assessment).  Pfeiffer (2002) and Reeser (2013) advocated a hybrid 

model of advanced pedagogy and disciplinary content whereby literature faculty include 
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discussions about language learning and teaching into graduate literature courses, such as 

activities about how texts from graduate classes could be approached in undergraduate classes.  

Entrusting the professional development of graduate students to the whole department is 

recommended (Byrnes, 2001), but it brings into question professors’ qualifications, possibly 

causing them to reflect on their own professional development.  Reeser (2013) explained that 

faculty members also struggle to balance graduate students’ “scholar” and “teacher” roles.  He 

expressed hesitation on giving up “valuable content time” (p. 57), but acknowledged that it “may 

be worth sacrificing this time” (p. 57) in order to bridge the gap by connecting literature to what 

graduate students will actually do in the future as professors.  

Conclusions 

  The present study aimed to lend data to a field of “rhetoric, opinions, and traditional 

dogma” (Schulz, 2000, p. 516) and to explore the perspectives of those most affected by TA 

professional development: the TAs themselves.  It has uncovered constraints affecting TA 

participation in professional development, but more research, both quantitative and qualitative in 

nature, is needed.  This study would have benefitted from additional insights from other groups 

of TAs whose voices were not particularly present, such TAs in Less Commonly Taught 

Languages and programs in which a focus on pedagogy seems to be absent.  To get a more 

complete understanding of what influences the professional development opportunities, the 

perspectives of key departmental figures, such as LPDs and other faculty members, must be 

considered as well.  They would be able to explain other constraints or program rationales that 

mandate the participation in certain professional development opportunities and discourage the 

participation in others.  By including the experiences and opinions of newly graduated faculty 

members, it will be possible to see where true gaps in teaching professional development lie 
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instead of TAs just speculating on what knowledge and skills could be needed in their future.  

Faculty members are able to look at their current position and reflect on their own professional 

development to determine in hindsight what would have been helpful. 

 TAs in the present study listed what they thought teachers needed to know, be, and do in 

order to be successful.  On the other hand, they did not always seek professional development to 

fulfill these perceived needs.  Some TAs acknowledged that their role as “researcher” or 

“student” took priority over their professional development as teachers, which is unsurprising 

given the two-tiered system that exists in some FL departments (see MLA, 2007).  Key decision 

makers, including TAs, need to come together to modify current TA professional development to 

help the graduate programs meet their responsibility “to educate their students both as 

researchers and as teachers” [emphasis added] (Byrnes, 2001, p. 512). 
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Appendix A 

Questions for Graduate Teaching Assistants 
 

This is a consent form for research participation. It contains important information about this 
study and what to expect if you decide to participate. Please consider the information carefully.  
 
I am conducting a research study about professional development opportunities offered to 
Foreign Language Teaching Assistants (FL TAs). For this survey, I am interested in receiving 
responses from any graduate student who is currently teaching a language other than English at a 
university/college in the United States. You do not have to be pursuing a degree in the 
department where you teach. For example, if you are a teaching assistant in French but you are 
working towards a PhD in Anthropology, you are eligible to participate in this study.  
 
Your participation in this study is completely voluntary. You may discontinue participation at 
any time by closing your browser window. 
 
There are no foreseen risks from participating in this study. There are no direct benefits or 
financial rewards from completing the online questionnaire, but results from the study will help 
to inform and improve the professional development of future FL TAs. 
 
Your questionnaire data is anonymous and will be kept confidential. No names will be collected 
in the survey, and any indirect identifying information such as university names or programs will 
not be included in any presentations or publications resulting from this survey. Survey data will 
be kept in the researcher’s locked office on a password-protected computer. 
 
The survey will take less than 20 minutes to complete. If you are interested in participating in a 
follow-up interview to further explain your survey information, you will have the opportunity on 
the conclusion screen to go to a form where you can provide an email address. 
 
For questions, concerns, or complaints about the study you may contact Katie B. Angus at 
angus@email.arizona.edu or by phone at (570) 317-7265. For questions about your rights as a 
participant in this study or to discuss other study-related concerns or complaints with someone 
who is not part of the research team, you may contact the Human Subjects Protection Program at 
520-626-6721 or online at http://orcr.vpr.arizona.edu/irb. 
 
You indicate your voluntary consent to participate in this research study by clicking “Start 
survey” below and filling out the survey.  
 
Thank you for your time. 
 
Best, 
Katie B. Angus 
angus@email.arizona.edu 
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Version 10/03/2012 

 
BIOGRAPHICAL DATA 

1. Gender:  
2. Age: 
3. Nationality: 
4. Native tongue(s): 
5. Other language(s): 

 
EDUCATION 

6. University/college currently attended: 
7. University/college previously attended (most recently): 
8. Name of the department/program you are enrolled in: 
9. Degree pursued: (MA; PhD; other) 
10. Field/Specialty: 
11. Years of graduate school completed: (less than 1; 1; 2; 3; 4; 5; 6; 7; 8 or more) 
12. After graduating, where do you see yourself working? (Academia: research 

institution; Academia: liberal arts college; Academia: community college; 
Business/Government/Non-profit; Other:_____) 

 
WORK  

13. Name of the department/program you currently teach in 
14. Number of years you have been teaching a language at the university/college level 
15. Number of years you have been teaching a language in the United States 
16. Language(s) taught: 
17. Courses you’ve taught at your current university (Please provide course number and 

title to the best of your knowledge): 
18. Describe the language teaching approach used in your program (For example. 

Communicative Language Teaching: students interact in real-life contexts; 
Task/Project-Based Teaching: students use the language to complete projects such as 
creating a website or a play; Literacy-Based Approach to Teaching: students read, 
write about, and discuss texts and how language is used to create meaning within the 
text’s sociocultural/historical context; Grammar Translation: students focus on 
translating texts and learning grammatical rules and vocabulary lists; Other: ______) 

 
PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT 

19. Who do you talk to when you need advice about teaching? (Ranking: Language 
Program Director; Director of Graduate Studies; Director of Undergraduate Studies; 
A Faculty Member; A peer/colleague; Other: ______) 

20. Who do you talk to when you need advice about research and the classes you are 
taking? (Ranking: Language Program Director; Director of Graduate Studies; 
Director of Undergraduate Studies; A Faculty Member; A peer/colleague; Other: 
______) 

21. To your knowledge, which of the following are available to you? (Available; Not 
available; Unsure) 
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a. Coursework 
i. Teaching methods course 

ii. Additional pedagogy or language classes 
b. Workshops 

i. Pre-service workshops or Fall orientation  
ii. Workshops/Webinars organized by your textbook’s publisher 

iii. Workshops or a colloquium series organized by your program or 
department 

iv. Workshops organized by the university 
v. Technology workshops organized by the university 

c. Professional memberships, organizations, journals, and other resources 
i. Local, regional, national, or international conferences about language 

teaching and learning  
ii. Listservs or email distribution lists about language teaching and 

learning 
iii. Scholarly journals and articles about language teaching and learning 
iv. Membership in professional organizations related to language teaching 

and learning (such as ACTFL, CALICO, MLA, etc.) 
d. Observations 

i. Teaching observations of peers 
ii. Teaching observations by peers 

iii. Teaching observation by a supervisor or high-ranking TA  
iv. Teaching observations by other faculty 
v. Videotaped teaching observation 

vi. Follow-up meetings to discuss teaching observations  
e. Other 

i. End-of-semester/term student evaluations 
22. On average, how often have you used each of the following? (Never; Rarely; Yearly; 

Once a semester; Monthly; Weekly; Daily; Not applicable)  
a. Coursework 

ii. Teaching methods course 
iii. Additional pedagogy or language classes 

b. Workshops 
iv. Pre-service workshops or Fall orientation  
v. Workshops/Webinars organized by your textbook’s publisher 

vi. Workshops or a colloquium series organized by your program or 
department 

vii. Workshops organized by the university 
viii. Technology workshops organized by the university 

c. Professional memberships, organizations, journals and other resources 
ix. Local, regional, national, or international conferences about language 

teaching and learning  
x. Listservs or email distribution lists about language teaching and 

learning 
xi. Scholarly journals and articles about teaching language teaching and 

learning 
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xii. Membership in professional organizations related to language teaching 
and learning (such as ACTFL, CALICO, MLA, etc.) 

d. Observations 
xiii. Teaching observations of peers 
xiv. Teaching observations by peers 
xv. Teaching observation by a supervisor or high-ranking TA  

xvi. Teaching observations by other faculty 
xvii. Videotaped teaching observation 

xviii. Follow-up meetings to discuss teaching observations  
e. Other 

xix. End-of-semester/term student evaluations 
23. Rate the helpfulness of each of the following to your professional development as a 

teacher on a scale of 1 to 5. (1=Not at all helpful; 5= Extremely helpful; Not 
Applicable) 

a. Coursework 
i. Teaching methods course 

ii. Additional pedagogy or language classes 
b. Workshops 

iii. Pre-service workshops or Fall orientation  
iv. Workshops/Webinars organized by your textbook’s publisher 
v. Workshops or a colloquium series organized by your program or 

department 
vi. Workshops organized by the university 

vii. Technology workshops organized by the university 
c. Professional memberships, conferences, journals, and other resources 

viii. Local, regional, national, or international conferences about language 
teaching and learning  

ix. Listservs or email distribution lists about language teaching and 
learning 

x. Scholarly journals and articles about teaching language teaching and 
learning 

xi. Membership in professional organizations related to language teaching 
and learning (such as ACTFL, CALICO, MLA, etc.) 

d. Observations 
xii. Teaching observations of peers 

xiii. Teaching observations by peers 
xiv. Teaching observation by a supervisor or high-ranking TA  
xv. Teaching observations by other faculty 

xvi. Videotaped teaching observation 
xvii. Follow-up meetings to discuss teaching observations  

e. Other 
xviii. End-of-semester/term student evaluations 

24. What did you find particularly useful about each of the following? If you selected that 
something was available but you never/seldom took advantage of it, please explain 
why. 

a. Coursework 
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i. Teaching methods course 
ii. Additional pedagogy or language classes 

b. Workshops 
iii. Pre-service workshops or Fall orientation  
iv. Workshops/Webinars organized by your textbook’s publisher 
v. Workshops or a colloquium series organized by your program or 

department 
vi. Other workshops organized by the university 

vii. Technology workshops organized by the university 
c. Professional memberships, conferences, journals, and other resources 

viii. Local, regional, national, or international conferences about language 
teaching and learning  

ix. Listservs or email distribution lists about language teaching and 
learning 

x. Scholarly journals and articles about teaching language teaching and 
learning 

xi. Membership in professional organizations related to language teaching 
and learning (such as ACTFL, CALICO, MLA, etc.) 

d. Observations 
xii. Teaching observations of peers 

xiii. Teaching observations by peers 
xiv. Teaching observation by a supervisor or high-ranking TA  
xv. Teaching observations by other faculty 

xvi. Videotaped teaching observation 
xvii. Follow-up meetings to discuss teaching observations  

e. Other 
xviii. End-of-semester/term student evaluations 

25. How are the following activities regarded in your program/department? (Required; 
Optional; Encouraged; Discouraged; Unsure, Not applicable) 

a. Coursework 
i. Teaching methods course 

ii. Additional pedagogy or language classes 
b. Workshops 

iii. Pre-service workshops or Fall orientation  
iv. Workshops/Webinars organized by your textbook’s publisher 
v. Workshops or a colloquium series organized by your program or 

department 
vi. Workshops organized by the university 

vii. Technology workshops organized by the university 
c. Professional memberships, conferences, journals, and other resources 

viii. Local, regional, national, or international conferences about language 
teaching and learning  

ix. Listservs or email distribution lists about language teaching and 
learning 

x. Scholarly journals and articles about teaching language teaching and 
learning 
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xi. Membership in professional organizations related to language teaching 
and learning (such as ACTFL, CALICO, MLA, etc.) 

d. Observations 
xii. Teaching observations of peers 

xiii. Teaching observations by peers 
xiv. Teaching observation by a supervisor or high-ranking TA  
xv. Teaching observations by other faculty 

xvi. Videotaped teaching observation 
xvii. Follow-up meetings to discuss teaching observations  

e. Other 
xviii. End-of-semester/term student evaluations 

26. Rate the contribution of each of the following things towards your preparation to 
teach now and in the future on a scale of 1 to 5. (Now: 1=Not at all important; 5= 
Extremely important; Not Sure; Future: 1=Not at all important; 5= Extremely 
important; Not Sure) 

a. Attending conferences about teaching 
b. Presenting papers/posters at conferences about language teaching and learning 
c. Publishing articles about language teaching and learning 
d. Reading current research on language teaching and learning  
e. Assembling a teaching portfolio 
f. Serving on departmental or university committees 
g. Conducting action research in my classroom 
h. Collaborating on conference presentations, articles, or projects about language 

teaching and learning 
i. Collaborating in teaching courses 
j. Taking writing workshops to improve research / writing skills 
k. Being a member of professional organizations about language teaching and 

learning 
27. Select the activities that you have done at least once. 

a. Attended a conference about teaching 
b. Presented a paper/poster at a conference about language teaching and learning 
c. Published an article about language teaching and learning 
d. Read current research on language teaching and learning  
e. Assembled a teaching portfolio 
f. Served on departmental or university committees 
g. Conducted action research in my classroom 
h. Collaborated on conference presentations, articles, or projects about language 

teaching and learning 
i. Collaborated in teaching courses 
j. Took a writing workshop to improve research / writing skills 
k. Was a member of a professional organization about language teaching and 

learning 
28. What suggestions would you have for enhancing the professional development of 

foreign language teaching assistants so that their current and future teaching needs are 
met? 
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29. In your opinion, what should graduate students need to do or know in order to be 
successful teachers? 

30. Are you available and willing to participate in a follow-up interview? The interview 
will be recorded on Skype and will last for approximately thirty minutes in which you 
will explain in further detail your responses to this questionnaire. If yes, please 
provide your email address here. 

 
 
 



 156 

Appendix B 

1. Does your department offer any ongoing TA professional development sessions? If yes, 

which ones do you remember from the last two years? Do you consider ongoing forms of TA 

professional development effective? Why? Why not? 

2. How seriously do you take the end-of-course student evaluations? Do they influence your 

teaching or your contract renewal? 

3. Do you have any mentoring elements in you program? If yes, can you comment on the 

usefulness of these? 

4. What skills/abilities/knowledge do you think you’ll need in order to be successful in your 

current teaching position? In your future career? 

5. Do you feel you get enough mentoring/ preparation from your department or institution? In 

what areas do you wish you had more mentoring/preparation? 

6. What impact does the quality of teaching have on the renewal of your TAship? 

7. How much does your thinking as a TA reflect other TAs’ opinions in your department? 

8. What would you like to change if you were a coordinator in your language department? What 

would you like to see changed? 

9. How prepared do you feel to teach an advanced class or a content class? What professional 

development opportunities or experiences have prepared you? 

10. What Role does the LPD or DBL or Coordinator serve to you? How could they help you 

more? 

11. Of the opportunities you participated in, which was the most helpful. Please explain. 

12. What was least helpful? 
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Appendix C 

Description of Interview Participants 
 

Gender Age 

Years of 
grad school 
completed 

Native 
language/ 
Language 

taught Degree pursued American 
TAs       

 David M 30 3 English/ 
Spanish 

MA/Hispanic 
Linguistics Yes 

       

 Noelia F 32 3 Spanish/ 
Spanish 

PhD/Hispanic 
Linguistics No 

       

 Marina F 27 5 English/ 
Spanish 

PhD/Spanish 
Literature Yes 

       

 Elena F 27 2 English/ 
Spanish 

PhD/SLA 
(Sociolinguistics) Yes 

       

 Cristina F 26 <1 English/ 
Spanish 

MA/Spanish 
Literature Yes 

       

 Alejandro M 24 1 English/ 
Spanish 

MA/Hispanic 
Linguistics Yes 

       

 Ana F 41 5 English/ 
Spanish 

PhD/SLA 
(Language Program 

Direction) 
Yes 

       

 Patricia F 29 4 Spanish/ 
Spanish 

PhD/Hispanic 
Linguistics No 

       

 Paula F 28 5 English/ 
Spanish 

PhD/SLA 
(Pedagogy) Yes 

       

 Gabriela F 47 2 Portuguese/ 
Portuguese PhD/SLA No 

       

 Claudia F 29 6 English/ 
Spanish 

PhD/SLA 
(Linguistics) Yes 

       

 Daniel M 39 >10 
English/ 

Spanish & 
French 

PhD/SLA 
(Pedagogy) Yes 
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 Peter M 29 5 German/ 
German 

PhD/Transcultural 
Studies No 

       

 Sophie F 33 7 English/ 
French 

PhD/SLA 
(Pedagogy) Yes 

       

 Rafael M 34 4 
English/ 

Portuguese 
& Spanish 

PhD/SLA 
(Pedagogy) Yes 

       

 Katarina F 31 3 English/ 
German 

PhD/SLA 
(Psycholinguistics) Yes 

Note. Pseudonyms are used in order to protect the identities of interview participants.  All participants worked at 
public universities. 
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APPENDIX C:  
FROM THE “FRONT LINES”: FOREIGN LANGUAGE TEACHING ASSISTANTS’ 

PERCEPTIONS OF THEIR PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT AND PREPAREDNESS 
AS FUTURE FACULTY 

Abstract 

According to a Modern Language Association (MLA) survey about foreign language (FL) 

department staffing, FL Teaching Assistants (TAs) teach almost half of the language classes in 

PhD-granting universities (Laurence, 2001), and many plan to continue teaching in academia 

after graduation (Gonglewski & Penningroth, 1998; National Science Foundation, 2011; Olsen, 

1998).  Their preparation as future faculty is therefore crucial to the health of FL departments 

now and in the foreseeable future.  However, graduate students sometimes find themselves 

inadequately prepared for their teaching roles (Debicki, 2001; Dykstra-Pruim, 1998; Huffman, 

1998; Magnan, 1993; Mills & Allen, 2007; Mills, 2011; Zhan, 2008).  The present study 

investigated what professional development opportunities TAs found helpful, what exactly was 

helpful about these opportunities, and what recommendations TAs had for improving current and 

future professional development opportunities.  To explore these issues, a mixed methods study 

was conducted by analyzing quantitative and qualitative data from online questionnaires (N = 94) 

and additional qualitative data from Skype-conducted follow-up interviews (N = 16).  In relation 

to the main theme of professional development and preparedness for teaching future roles, 

several other themes arose: 1) departmental hierarchies, 2) having a voice, and 3) being 

inadequately prepared.  

Keywords: teacher education, teaching assistants, graduate students, professional development 
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Compared to graduate students in other university departments, many foreign language 

(FL) Teaching Assistants (TAs) are on the “front lines.”  They are the instructors of record for 

their own course, preparing their lessons, creating assessments, and acting as the primary contact 

person between undergraduate students and FL departments.  Indeed, according to a 

questionnaire distributed by the Modern Language Association (MLA) in 1999, 48% of the 

teachers in doctoral-granting FL departments were graduate students (Laurence, 2001).  They 

taught 40.7% of undergraduate FL courses and were responsible for 57.4% of the first-year FL 

classes (Laurence, 2001).  While only 43.5% of FL PhDs who graduated in 2011 had been able 

to secure a job upon graduation, 94.3% of them had found one in colleges and universities 

(National Science Foundation, 2011).  The professional development of TAs is therefore a 

critical issue not only to graduate students and the undergraduates enrolled in their classes, but to 

TAs’ current and future departments as well. 

Many FL departments have a bifurcated governance structure (Byrnes, 2001, 2005, 2006; 

Eigler, 2009; Levine, Melin, Crane, Chavez, & Lovik, 2008; Melin, 2009; Pfeiffer, 2008) in 

which lower-level language classes and upper-level literature classes are taught through different 

approaches, with different objectives, and by different kinds of instructors.  According to the 

2007 MLA report entitled “Foreign Languages and Higher Education: New Structures for a 

Changed World,” this structure does not meet the needs of today’s post-9/11 students, who must 

become “educated speakers who have deep translingual and transcultural competence” (p. 3).  In 

order to make this possible, the authors of the MLA report argued for “replacing the two-tiered 

language-literature structure with a broader and more coherent curriculum in which language, 

culture, and literature are taught as a continuous whole, supported by alliances with other 

departments and expressed through interdisciplinary courses” (p. 3).  Although the MLA report 
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was quite specific regarding the changes needed in the undergraduate FL curriculum, it was 

much less so regarding the implications that such changes would mean for the future 

professoriate’s professional development.  In fact, the report’s related comments were the 

following two: “graduate studies should provide substantive training in language teaching and in 

the use of new technologies” (p. 7) and should “enhance and reward graduate student training . . . 

in language teaching” (p. 8).  This lack of attention to graduate students’ professional 

development needs and lack of specificity regarding the actual content or forms of the 

“substantive training” recommended did not go unnoticed (Allen & Negueruela-Azarola, 2010; 

Pfeiffer, 2008; Schechtman & Koser, 2008).  Given how pivotal the MLA report was, this could 

be symptomatic of a larger issue: The professional development of graduate students as teachers 

is often an after-thought.  TAs are typically undervalued and inadequately supported (Huffman, 

1998).  By giving a voice to the graduate students themselves, this study explores what TAs find 

helpful in the professional development for teaching that is currently offered to them.  It also 

reports TAs’ suggestions for improving their professional development so they are better able to 

succeed in their current and future teaching roles. 

Review of the Literature 

The State of TA Professional Development 

Although FL departments may sometimes offer a “haphazard” or “non-systematic” 

(Dykstra-Pruim, 1998) cocktail of professional development opportunities to prepare graduate 

students to teach, the dominant model of TA professional development usually involves a pre-

service orientation, a teaching methodology course (hereafter referred to as the “methods 

course”) often taken during the first semester of residence, and occasional departmental 

workshops and class observations (Brandl, 2000). 
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For a variety of reasons, most TAs do not take more than the required coursework in 

pedagogy.  Pressure from multiple sources to complete their degree in a timely manner, limited 

departmental course offerings, time constraints, or lack of interest prevent TAs from enrolling in 

further pedagogy or applied linguistics courses (Angus, 2013).  For these reasons, the 

introductory teaching methods course is very often the extent of a TA’s preparation.  It is 

therefore crucial to consider what and how TAs are being socialized into teaching through such a 

course.  

 Over the past ten years, this traditional model of teacher development and its primary 

focus have come under increased scrutiny and have been called inadequate and inappropriate 

(Allen & Negueruela-Azarola, 2010; Johnson, 2009; Magnan, 1993; VanValkenburg & Arnett, 

2000), as they reflect Freeman’s (1994) notion of “front-loading,” which assumes that “teachers 

can be equipped in advance, at the start of their careers, for all they will need to know and be 

able to do throughout their teaching lives” (Johnson, 2009, p. 12).  This “front-loading” 

(Freeman, 2002, p. 11) is problematic in at least two ways.  It typically means that the scope of 

the methods course is limited to FL teaching in lower-level courses, and as such this course 

perpetuates the language-literature division in FL departments.  Also, it usually reflects an 

outdated conceptualization of teacher education lacking a theoretical foundation.  Overall, this 

model in its current form does not reflect the long-term needs of graduate students (Bernhardt, 

2000; Byrnes, 2001; Chaput, 2001; Debicki, 2001; Gonglewski & Penningroth, 1998; Guthrie, 

2001; Pfeiffer, 2002; Ryan-Scheutz & Rustia, 1999; VanValkenburg & Arnett, 2000).  

Limited and shortsighted content.  Many methods courses focus on preparing TAs for 

teaching a first-year language class, since that is where most TAs start their teaching career 

(Gonglewski & Penningroth, 1998; Laurence, 2001).  Such courses exhibit a lack of attention to 
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skills and knowledge that TAs will need when they teach or develop more advanced courses in 

the future (Barnes-Karol & Broner, 2010, p. 441), such as curriculum design (Maxim, 2009).  In 

other words, they do not reflect TAs’ future needs as FL faculty members and leave TAs feeling 

somewhat underprepared for the present and definitely underprepared for their future teaching 

careers (e.g., Dykstra-Pruim, 1998; Wurst, 2008). 

Two studies that highlight this lack of preparation are Mills and Allen (2007) and Mills 

(2011).  Mills and Allen’s (2007) study on teacher self-efficacy of 12 TAs of French found that 

the greatest source of information about teaching French, according to 47% of the TAs, was 

teacher training (e.g., the methods course).  However, despite expressing confidence about their 

language teaching and satisfaction with the amount of support given by their departments, 75% 

of the TAs felt apprehensive about teaching a literature class in the future.  This doubt was 

partially due to not having the opportunity to teach a literature class themselves.1   

The TAs in Mills’ (2011) study expressed insecurities about teaching literature courses as 

well.  For 80% of these TAs, the biggest source of knowledge on how to teach literature came 

from observing their own professors, and all TAs said that they were influenced, either positively 

or negatively, by them.  Therefore, although TAs noted a lack of explicit discussion about how to 

teach literature, they still had inadvertently learned about literature teaching by virtue of being 

enrolled in literature classes (Lortie, 1975; Marshall, 1999).  It is unclear, however, what kind of 

model these professors presented (e.g., whether they were experts in pedagogy and when they 

had last studied language pedagogy, if at all).   

                                                
1 For several reasons, TAs usually teach only beginning and intermediate language courses.  University regulations 
govern the credentials needed to teach at various levels of the curriculum, so most advanced courses must be taught 
by faculty.  Occasionally, TAs can teach third year courses, such as a conversation or composition course, but 
because these offerings are limited, there are not many teaching opportunities available.  Furthermore, departmental 
cuts to course offerings cause professors who formerly taught only literature classes to teach the advanced language 
classes that TAs might be eligible to teach. 
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In other words, these TAs had experience with both literary studies and language 

pedagogy, but literature pedagogy was a void in their professional development - a “gap between 

two holes” (Mills, 2011, p. 75).  Although they had learned about pedagogy, they were unable to 

“bridge, apply, and articulate the pedagogical approaches learned from their methodology course 

and lower division language teaching experience to the teaching of advanced-level courses” 

(Mills, 2011, p. 15).  Thus, the preparation TAs received from their methods courses was 

inadequate in regard to their future teaching roles. 

An outdated conceptualization of teacher education.  Too often, language is reduced 

to “just . . . a set of skills” (Porter, 2009, p. 19), and the way FL departments currently prepare 

new teachers is as if pedagogy, too, is a finite skill set.  The pre-semester orientation session and 

methods course often provide a toolkit for creating activities that can be readily implemented in 

the beginning classroom (Lalande, 1991; Rankin, 1994).  This eclectic “instructional bag of 

tricks and drills” (Schulz, 2000, p. 514) is in place of an overarching theoretical framework.  It is 

transmitted to the TAs during their first semester of teaching and is expected to remain sufficient, 

over time and across contexts.  However, just as language is not a fixed set of norms against 

which mastery can be measured (Swaffer & Arens, 2005, p. 18) nor is FL pedagogy a fixed set 

of knowledge that can be learned over the course of a semester and readily applied in classroom 

teaching practice. 

This outdated “toolbox” approach to teacher development is rooted in the times when the 

Audiolingual Method was popular.  Influenced by Behaviorism and the idea that language 

learning stemmed from practice and habit formation (Mitchell & Vidal, 2001), language teaching 

was just a question of knowing how to use an “instructional bag of tricks and drills” (Schulz, 

2000, p. 514).  Conceptualizing FL pedagogy as a set of skills or as a “bag of tricks and drills” 
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implies that the knowledge needed by TAs is static, although Johnson (2009) and Shulman 

(1986) claimed that this is not the case.  Shulman explained that knowledge is “transformed” (p. 

8) when old knowledge meets new knowledge to create an updated knowledge base. 

Another flaw with the transmission model of knowledge is the assumption that it will 

lead to effective or uniform practice (Freeman, 1989, p. 29).  This model ignores the idea that the 

knowledge and skills that TAs need change and differ across contexts.  This inevitable 

transformation of knowledge was shown in the case study of Florian, a German TA who 

attempted to incorporate newly-learned research about feedback into his own classroom (Rankin 

& Becker, 2006).  In that study, Florian had learned about a four-step process for addressing 

student errors in class.  When trying to implement this process, however, Florian often skipped 

over certain steps, as he realized that the feedback he provided to weaker students had to be 

different than the support he provided to the stronger students.  This TA’s experiences supported 

Freeman’s (1989) claim that language teaching is “a process of decision making” (p. 28), and not 

a mere appropriation of knowledge passed on by an expert. 

Second Language Acquisition (SLA) has recently taken a “striking sociocultural turn” 

(Magnan, 2004, p. 99) that is now also apparent in the field of teacher education.  A sociocultural 

framework purports that humans are social beings who learn via engagement and interaction 

with others.  When a program supports a sociocultural approach to teacher education (e.g., 

Johnson, 2009; Paesani, 2012), the methods class and other elements of the professional 

development of graduate students revolve around social interactions.  Human agency also plays a 

major role because “learning is not the straightforward appropriation of skills or knowledge from 

the outside in, but the progressive movement from external, socially mediated activity to internal 

meditational control by individual learners” (Johnson, 2009, p. 2).  This framework therefore 
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supports the ideas that teaching is not a natural talent, nor a set of skills to be acquired, but rather 

something that is learned through critical reflection with one’s self and others.  This reflection 

can take numerous forms (e.g., evaluating textbooks and activities, connecting readings to their 

personal experiences, providing feedback after a classroom observation).  A third element in a 

sociocultural framework to teacher education is the idea of learning in collaboration with an 

expert or more knowledgeable peer.  Several scholars have suggested that this role be filled not 

only by the TA supervisor, but other faculty members in the FL department as well (e.g., Byrnes, 

2001; Rava, 1991; Schulz, 2000; VanValkenburg & Arnett, 2000).  Such collaboration would 

provide TAs with a “departmental Zone of Proximal Development, . . . the scaffolded, delimited 

environment of the FL department that brings together experienced and novice members of the 

profession” (Byrnes, 2001, p. 522).  What the learner is capable of is greater with help and 

collaboration from more knowledgeable and experienced others.  Eventually, learners internalize 

the help and are able to do more on their own.  In adopting a sociocultural approach to language 

teacher education, the biggest change is that the importance of reflection and dialogism 

increases, as these “learners of teaching” are no longer assumed to be simple consumers of 

knowledge about teaching, but they rather are more able to make “informed decisions in the 

particularity of the individual classroom, taking into consideration the overarching, 

institutionally specific educational goals” (Pfeiffer, 2002).  

TAs’ Perspectives on Professional Development 

Ten years ago, in her review of the literature on the professional development of FL 

teachers published in the Modern Language Journal since its inception in 1916, Schulz (2000) 

found out that “we [were] still discussing many of the same issues that were discussed more than 

80 years ago, and we still [had] not found solutions to many of the problems that plague the 
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development of FL teachers” and concluded that “FL teacher preparation [was] still long on 

rhetoric, opinions, and traditional dogma” (p. 516).  Ten years later, Allen and Negueruela-

Azarola (2010) surveyed 96 articles on TA professional development and found that the majority 

were either proposals or descriptions of improved training, while few were actual research 

studies that had been carried out, thus underscoring the focus on “traditional dogma” and lack of 

change since Schulz’s review article.  It was this lack of change first reported by Schulz and 

again by Allen and Negueruela-Azarola that led Wilbur (2007) in the meantime to write: “It 

appears that pre-service teacher methodological training [might] not be keeping pace with the 

social and professional forces that depend on it” (p. 94).  In light of the MLA (2007) report’s 

recommendations for a modernization of FL departments and the fact that graduate teaching 

assistants are responsible for the larger share of the undergraduate teaching in these departments, 

now and in the future (Gonglewski & Penningroth, 1998; Laurence, 2001), it is crucial that the 

profession takes a renewed look at the professional development provided to TAs.  

Several studies consider how TAs themselves view aspects of their professional 

development as teachers (Arens, 1991; Brandl, 2000; Chalupa & Lair, 2001; Gonglewski & 

Penningroth, 1998; Huffman, 1998; Magnan, 1987; Mills & Allen, 2007; Olsen, 1998; Rankin & 

Becker, 2006; Rankin, 1994; Van Cleve, 1987).  Many of these studies, however, focus on or are 

the product of German departments (Arens, 1991; Gonglewski & Penningroth, 1998; Huffman, 

1998; Olsen, 1998; Rankin & Becker, 2006; Rankin, 1994; Van Cleve, 1987), thus leaving out 

the perspectives or unique needs of TAs in other FL departments.  Chalupa and Lair (2001) 

surveyed International TAs (ITAs) only (N = 40) about their concerns related to language, 

acculturation, and university policy.  They found that all ITAs considered their English skills to 

be adequate for teaching in an American university, but only half felt that they had enough 
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preparation and knowledge about American students and the U.S. university system.  In their 

1998 study, Gonglewski and Penningroth presented data from a 1994-1995 survey conducted 

with TAs in German (N = 188) in which they explored what professional development 

opportunities would be helpful to TAs’ future careers in academia.  Gonglewski and Penningroth 

found a “consistent gap” (p. 75) between what TAs valued and what they did.  For example, TAs 

considered collaborating with faculty for teaching and research to be valuable, yet few actually 

participated in such activities.  Without follow-up interviews, it is difficult to explain what 

constraints existed that caused less than 15% of TAs to select that their advisor was “likely” to 

collaborate with them.  Ten years later, Brandl (2008) expanded on the survey carried out by 

Gonglewski and Penningroth and interviewed 23 TAs in various languages in order to get a 

deeper understanding about why they preferred certain professional development opportunities.  

Brandl found that TAs preferred informal activities and activities with experts in pedagogy (e.g., 

informal discussion with peers and supervisors) and least preferred structured activities with 

people who have low expertise (e.g., peer mentoring program or observations by untrained 

faculty members).  

The current study aims to further contribute to the literature about TA professional 

development.  In particular, this study updates Gonglewski and Penningroth’s (1998) 20 year-old 

data and attempts to tease out explanations of its quantitative results.  Additionally, it enlarges 

and expands upon Brandl (2000), Mills (2011), and Mills and Allen (2007) by soliciting 

participation from TAs in language departments across the country.  By exploring the 

perspectives of TAs on their own professional development and the recommendations they give 

to improve it, the present study aims to inform and improve TA professional development so that 
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graduate students can feel better prepared for their present jobs and, most importantly, for their 

future careers.  

Research Questions 

The present study investigated the professional development of TAs as teachers.  It 

sought to find answers to the following two research questions: 

1. What professional development opportunities do TAs report as helpful to prepare them 

for their current and future teaching roles? 

2. What recommendations do TAs have for improved professional development 

opportunities? 

Methodology 

Measures and Data Collection  

Data collection in this mixed-methods study took place over two distinct phases.  First, an 

online questionnaire was administered, and then a follow-up Skype interview was conducted 

with participants who had agreed to be contacted. 

Online questionnaire.  The questionnaire consisted of four sections: biographical 

information (5 questions), education (7 questions), work (6 questions), and professional 

development (120 questions).  From the biography section, information on the respondents’ age, 

gender, nationality, and languages was gathered.  The education section collected data on the 

TAs’ current school, previous school, degree pursued, years of graduate school completed, and 

field(s) or study.  In the work section of the questionnaire, TAs reported the department in which 

they taught (which was not necessarily the same as the one within they studied), the language(s) 

they taught, years of teaching experience, classes taught, and the approach to teaching used by 

their department.  The biographical and educational data was gathered to create descriptive 
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statistics as well as determine if any differences in perceptions existed between different sub-

groups of TAs who participated in this study.  Furthermore, having information about the TAs’ 

work situations makes it possible for the researcher to better understand the various instructional 

contexts.  The final section of the questionnaires asked TAs to rate on a Likert scale the 

importance of professional development opportunities to their current and future teaching 

positions, how frequently they participated in certain professional development opportunities, 

and how helpful they considered them to be.  If TAs never or rarely participated in a professional 

development activity, a follow-up question would appear, asking the TA to explain their 

infrequent participation.  Similarly, if a TA rated an activity as very or extremely helpful, a 

follow-up question would ask the TA to elaborate on what aspect of the activity was particularly 

useful.  The questionnaire concluded with open-ended items that asked TAs what they thought 

they needed to be successful and what recommendations they had for improving TA professional 

development.  For a copy of the questionnaire, see Appendix A. 

The questionnaire was created using the DatStat Illume software.  A link to it was sent 

out to potential participants using e-mail listervs of the Computer-Assisted Language Instruction 

Consortium (CALICO) Special Interest Group for Teacher Education; the Center for Educational 

Resources in Culture, Language, and Literacy (CERCLL); the American Association of 

University Supervisors and Coordinators (AAUSC); and the Second Language Acquisition and 

Teaching Student Association (SLATSA).  A link was also posted on Facebook and was emailed 

to personal connections.  In order to contact potential participants whose research interests did 

not prompt them to subscribe to the previously mentioned listservs, the researcher also emailed 

FL departments across the country asking Administrative Assistants, Advisors, Coordinators, 

and Faculty to share the link with their TAs.  Additionally, the researcher sent out participation 
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invitations to individual TAs whose contact information was on departmental websites.  The 

questionnaire remained open to respondents for three months during which the researcher 

continued to solicit participation. 

In order to link anonymous questionnaire data to potential follow-up interviews, 

participants used personal data (i.e., phone numbers and parents’ initials) to generate a self 

identification code that had no inherent meaning to the researcher, but could be easily recreated 

by the participants (Kearney, Hopkins, Mauss, & Weisheit, 1984).  After submitting their 

questionnaire responses, participants were taken to a conclusion page where they were provided 

with an outside link to a Google form in which they could submit their email address and self-

generated identification code if they were available and willing to participate in a recorded 

follow-up semi-structured interview lasting approximately 30 minutes.  

 First person narratives are a commonly used research tool for exploring participants’ 

perspectives, experiences, and knowledge (Johnson & Golombek, 2002), so follow-up interviews 

were conducted with some of the questionnaire respondents.  Semi-structured interviews are 

based on a predetermined yet flexible list of topics or questions.  Such a format is conducive for 

answering the research questions of the study at hand while giving each interviewee an 

opportunity to clarify and elaborate on their questionnaire responses and to tell their own stories.  

The list of questions found in Brandl (2000) were used as the base, and other questions were 

added.  For example, TAs were asked how student evaluations affect hiring and re-hiring 

decisions, what they think they need to be successful as instructors, what mentoring relationships 

are in place in their programs, what course levels are taught by TAs, what recommendations for 

professional development they have, and what their perceptions of certain professional 

development opportunities are (for a list of the questions asked to all interview participants, see 
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Appendix B).  Also, if any of the TAs gave answers in their questionnaire that were noteworthy 

or unclear, they were asked to explain or elaborate during their interview.   

The interviews were conducted by the researcher at a mutually agreed upon time from her 

private university office using only the audio component of Skype.  They were recorded using 

Callnote and were transcribed by the researcher.  In the transcriptions, all pauses, hesitations, and 

verbal fillers were omitted.  To ensure accuracy, the researcher then proofread each transcript 

while re-listening to the recordings at full speed.  

Participants 

This article is part of a larger study that involved the participation of FL Faculty, 

Language Program Directors (LPD), Directors of Graduate Study, and TAs.  However, because 

TAs comprised the largest number of participants, it was decided that only their perception of 

professional development would be included in this article  

Questionnaire respondents.  Participants in this study had to be current graduate 

students teaching a FL in the United States.  This means that graduate students who taught a FL 

but were not studying a language themselves as part of their degree program were eligible to 

participate.  In total, 94 TAs who fit the selection criteria submitted completed questionnaires.  

 Twenty-eight male TAs (29.8%) and 66 female TAs (70.2%) ranging from 21 to 49 years 

old (M = 29.8) completed the questionnaire.  Thirty-two students (34%) were working toward a 

master’s degree, and 62 (66%) were pursuing a doctorate.  Forty-six (48.9%) were studying 

Literature or Cultural Studies, 23 (24.5%) were in Linguistics or the Linguistics of their language 

of expertise, and 25 (26.6%) specialized in Applied Linguistics or one of its subfields (e.g., 

SLA).2  The number of years of graduate school completed by the TAs ranged from less than one 

                                                
2 All but three of the students were enrolled in Applied Linguistics programs housed outside of FL departments.  
The remaining three were following Applied Linguistics tracts within an FL department. 
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year (11.7%) to more than a decade (2%).  Eighty-three TAs (88.3%) were in their first five 

years of graduate school, and they had taught in American universities from less than a year to 

15 years (M = 3.2, SD = 2.86).  During their years of teaching a FL, 68 (72.3%) of them had 

taught only elementary and/or intermediate language classes, and 26 (27.7%) had taught 

advanced language classes and/or content classes at least once.  Thirty TAs (31.9%) were ITAs, 

but ITAs did not necessarily teach their native language.   

Whereas the participants in Gonglewski and Penningroth’s (1998) wanted to be 

employed by research institutions rather than 2-4 year colleges, almost half (48.9%) of the TAs  

in the present study foresaw themselves working at a liberal arts college.  Four TAs (4.3%) 

wanted to work in a high school, and nine (9.6%) were undecided.  See Table 1 for a breakdown 

of TAs work preferences.  Possible explanations for this partiality toward liberal arts colleges 

will be discussed later in this article. 

Table 1   
Where TAs See Themselves Working in the Future  
 Number of TAs Percentage 
Research Institution 24 25.53 
Liberal Arts College 46 48.9 
Community College 4 4.26 
Business/Government/Non-profit 7 7.45 
Other 13 13.83 
   

 

Regarding the contexts in which these participants worked, 27 universities (20 public and 

7 private) were represented.  The TAs taught courses in 11 different languages (see Table 2 for 

languages), with seven (7.4%) of them reporting having taught classes in more than one 

language. 
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Table 2  
Languages Taught by TAs 
 Number 
Spanish 39* 
French 24* 
German 13 
Italian 7* 
Portuguese 6* 
Japanese 4 
Arabic 2 
Chinese 2 
Russian 2 
Hindi 1 
Swedish 1 
Note. An asterisk (*) denotes students that have 
taught other languages. For example, 39* means 
that 39 TAs have taught Spanish and at least one 
of them is counted under another language because 
they had taught more than one language. 

 
 Interviewees.  TAs who completed the online questionnaire were invited on the 

submission page to provide their contact information to a Google form if they were willing to 

participate in a follow-up interview.  Twenty-five of the 94 questionnaire respondents (26.6%) 

provided their contact information, and 16 of them actually completed interviews. 

Five male TAs (31.3%) and 11 female TAs (68.7%) were interviewed.  They had an 

average age of 31.6 years and had completed approximately 5 years of graduate school (M = 

4.9).  This number is higher than the average years of graduate school completed by the 

questionnaire respondents (M = 3.5) because although the interviewees included a TA with less 

than one year of teaching experience, another interviewee had been teaching for over 10 years. 

Thirteen (81.3%) were pursuing their PhD, and three (18.7%) were enrolled in MA programs.  

They specialized in Literature (n = 3), Hispanic Linguistics (n = 4), and Applied Linguistics or a 

branch of it (n = 9).  The interviewees taught classes in Spanish (n = 12), German (n = 2), 

Portuguese (n = 2), and French (n = 2), with two of the TAs teaching more than one language. 
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Because of the sensitive nature of this study, pseudonyms are used to protect the privacy 

of the TAs who were interviewed for this study.  Brief descriptions of each interviewee along 

with their assigned pseudonym can be found in Appendix C.  

Data Analysis  

Quantitative and qualitative data analyses were conducted in an attempt to answer the 

research questions of the present study.  

 Quantitative analyses.  Descriptive statistics were calculated to determine the overall 

perceived helpfulness for each of the various professional development opportunities.  

Independent t-tests were conducted to establish if there were statistically significant differences 

in the perceived helpfulness of different activities for the following between-subjects factors: 

university type (public vs. private), gender (male vs. female), teacher language (non-native 

speaker vs. native speaker), citizenship (American TAs vs. ITAs), classes taught 

(beginning/intermediate classes only vs. advanced language/content classes), and degree sought 

(MA vs. PhD).  Also, Pearson correlations were reported for continuous variables (i.e., age, years 

of graduate school completed, and years of teaching experience).   

Qualitative analyses.  To code the data, all of the transcripts were uploaded in .doc 

format to Dedoose, an online qualitative research analysis software.  Qualitative data from the 

original questionnaire’s open-ended questions and clarification questions were also uploaded and 

included in the coding process. 

The data were analyzed using the following protocol.  First, the researcher read through 

all of the data transcripts to get a general idea of what was said.  Then, the data were coded using 

codes derived deductively form the research questions (i.e., “Helpful” and “Recommendations”).  

Next, the researcher searched for themes that inductively arose from the data.  Each of the 
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themes was assigned a code, such as “Conflict,” “Constraint,” “Research,” etc.  For example, 

when Marina, an experienced TA in Spanish, described a “yelling match” that she had had with 

her teaching supervisor, the researcher labeled the incident “Conflict.”  After coding the 

documents entirely, the researcher recoded the documents using the master list of codes that had 

been developed during the initial coding.  After completing the second round of coding, codes 

were grouped together to find categories.  For example, “Conflict,” “Relationships,” and 

“Dichotomy” were combined.  Throughout the study, the data were periodically recoded using 

the finalized master list of codes.  Following the data analysis, three main themes emerged: 

“Inadequate Preparation,” “Departmental Hierarchy,” and “Having a Voice.” 

Table 3 provides an overview of each research question, the measures used to address the 

question, and the analyses conducted to answer the question.    
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Table 3   
Analyses Conducted   

Research Question Data Source/Measure  Quantitative Analyses 

1. What is useful in the 
professional 
development 
opportunities that are 
offered to TAs to 
prepare them for their 
current and future 
teaching roles? 

Questionnaire: Helpfulness 
of professional development 
opportunities (Quantitative) 

-Descriptive statistics 
 

-t-tests 

-University type (public vs. private) 

   -Gender (male vs. female) 

   -Teacher language (non-native 
speaker vs. native speaker) 

   -Citizenship (American TAs vs. ITAs) 

   -Classes taught 
(beginning/intermediate classes only vs. 
advanced classes) 

   -Degree sought (MA vs. PhD) 
 

-Between-subjects ANOVAs 

   -University size (based on 
undergraduate population) 

   -Program of study (Literature/Culture 
vs. Linguistics vs. Applied Linguistics)  

   -Language of the classes taught 
(Spanish/Portuguese vs. French/Italian 
vs. German vs. Less Commonly-Taught 
Languages) 
 

-Correlation 

   -Age 

   -Years of experience teaching 

   -Years in graduate school 

Questionnaire: What was so 
useful about [professional 
development opportunity]? 
(Qualitative) 

Interview: Of the 
professional development 
opportunities that you have 
participated in, which did 
you find most/least helpful?  
Why?  (Qualitative) 

2. What 
recommendations do 
TAs have for 
improved professional 
development 
opportunities? 

Interview: If you were in 
charge of a language 
program, what would you 
like to change or see 
changed? (Qualitative) 
Questionnaire: What 
suggestions would you have 
for enhancing the 
professional development of 
foreign language teaching 
assistants so that their 
current and future teaching 
needs are met? (Qualitative) 
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Findings 

Helpful Professional Development Opportunities: Post-Observation Meetings, 

Observations by Faculty, and Additional Coursework 

As a first step to answering the first research question, the researcher determined which 

opportunities were considered to be helpful and if they differed between sub-groups of TAs.  

Descriptive statistics were examined on the helpfulness of professional development 

opportunities for TAs.  Among TAs who responded to the survey, “Follow-up meetings after 

observations” (M = 3.20, SD = .93), “Teaching observations by other faculty member” (M = 

3.11, SD = 1.01), “Additional pedagogy or language classes” (M = 3.09, SD = .92) were rated 

highest in terms of helpfulness.  It is important to note that none of these opportunities were in 

the top three most popular professional development opportunities (i.e., methods course, fall 

orientations, student evaluations).  The three least helpful opportunities overall were “Pre-service 

orientation or workshops” (M = 2.19, SD = 1.17), “Listservs about language learning and 

teaching” (M = 2.18, SD = .89), and “Workshops/Webinars organized by the textbook publisher” 

(M = 1.94, SD = 1.13).  See Figure 1 for the average perceived helpfulness of each professional 

development opportunity according to the TAs. 
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Figure 1. Average perceived helpfulness of professional development opportunities  
 

There were no significant differences in perceived helpfulness for the between-subjects 

variables of gender, program type, language taught, degree pursued, or university size.  In this 

article, differences are only reported for the most common professional development 

opportunities as rated by the TAs in this study: the teaching methods course, pre-service 

orientation or workshops, and student evaluations.   

For all professional development opportunities except “Additional language/pedagogy 

classes,” ITAs rated their helpfulness higher than the American TAs did.  Four of these 

differences were shown to be statistically significant.  See Table 4 for these differences. 
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Table 4     
Average Perceived Helpfulness by Citizenship Status  
  Helpfulness   
  ITAs  American TAs   
Professional development 
opportunity 

 M (SD)  M (SD)  Significance test 

         
Workshops/Webinars 
organized by your textbook 
publisher 

 
2.41 (1.18)  1.70 (1.05) 

 
t(48) = 2.20 

         
Other workshops organized 
by the university  

 2.56 (.96)  2.03 (1.04)  t(62) = 2.07 

         
Scholarly journals/articles 
about language 
teaching/learning  

 
3.12 (.88)  2.49 (.92) 

 
t(72) = 2.84 

         
End-of-semester student 
evaluations 

 3.27 (.87)  2.78 (1.15)  t(74.20) = 2.22 
Note. All t-tests are significant at p < .05 level. 
 

Patricia, an ITA of Spanish who was a PhD candidate in a Department of Linguistics commented 

on the importance of student evaluations to her: “I take [them] very seriously especially I’m 

looking now for jobs so I see how important they are, and other semesters they were also a good 

summary of the classes about what things do I have to improve on.” 

 Relatedly, a statistical difference was also found between TAs that taught their native 

language (n = 55) and TAs that were non-native speakers of the language they taught (n = 35). 

TAs who taught their native language found “End-of-term student evaluations” to be more 

helpful (M = 3.26, SD = .92) than did non-native speaker teachers [M = 2.75, SD = 1.142, t(88) = 

2.23, p < .05].  Peter, a German citizen who had been teaching German in the United States for 

the last five years, rated student evaluations as “extremely helpful,” whereas Ana, a non-native 

speaker of Spanish who also had five years of university teaching experience, admitted to not 

even looking at her evaluations:  
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I don’t think I’ve looked at my student evaluations, end-of-year evaluations in about two 

years.  I look at the midterm evaluations, but I just don’t, and it’s not that I’m not curious 

about what students want, but at that particular time, at the end of the semester, a lot of 

the complaints are things over which I have no control. 

 There was also a significant correlation between years of graduate school completed and 

the perceived helpfulness of “Teaching observations by other faculty” (r = -.34, p < .05) and 

“End-of-term student evaluations” (r = -.24, p < .05).  The longer a student had been in graduate 

school, the less helpful they found these professional development opportunities to be.  It is 

important to remember that these are trends and that outliers exist.  For instance, although Daniel 

had been in graduate school the longest, he still rated student evaluations as being “extremely 

helpful.”  Each semester, Daniel painstakingly copied down all of his student comments because 

he wanted to see his “students’ voices” and get additional perspective. 

 In summary, the statistics show that none of the most popular professional development 

opportunities are rated among the most helpful.  Furthermore, the TAs in this sample tended to 

value professional development opportunities in different ways, which makes us question why 

certain elements of professional development are viewed as more helpful than others. 

Useful Elements in the Most Helpful Professional Development Opportunities 

The primary reoccurring elements that were reported as useful across professional 

development opportunities include: getting feedback, learning a new perspective or idea, and 

being relevant/applicable to a TA’s specific needs.  If we know what exactly TAs value in the 

professional development opportunities that they rated as most helpful, perhaps it will be 

possible to incorporate some of those elements into the more popular professional development 

opportunities which are not considered by the TAs to be as useful.   
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Follow-up meetings after observations.  Seventy TAs out of the total 94 considered 

post-observations meetings to be very or extremely helpful.  Twelve reported valuing the 

discussion-based format that their meetings took.  Six considered the specificity of the talk to be 

helpful.  For example, Rafael appreciated the concrete tips his previous teaching supervisor gave 

him: 

He really would bring just really practical things to the table that were less like “this 

comes from this theory” or anything.  Just very practical.  ‘This just seems to work to do 

this when you’re teaching.’  Things like when you’re asking a question, don’t call a 

student out first.  Ask the question first so everyone can think about it.  Then call on the 

student.  Little simple things like that. 

Approximately half of the TAs valued the feedback they received, with 27 TAs reporting that 

they got ideas, suggestions, or advice from their supervisor.  Six TAs appreciated just having 

another perspective on their teaching, and four valued the observation because it was a more 

objective view of their teaching.  One student mentioned in her questionnaire that this 

perspective was particularly helpful because her supervisor is more knowledgeable about the 

language program as a whole and can therefore provide feedback about how to make her 

instruction fit into the program better.  Because the supervisor has a say about contract renewals, 

three TAs considered this interaction to be important because they can have a say in the 

evaluation process and explain their actions.  Related to morale, one TA considered this meeting 

to be an opportunity to bond with her supervisor, and five others reported being reassured or 

having their confidence boosted as a result of this meeting.  Finally, five TAs mentioned that the 

post-observation meeting was a time to reflect on their teaching.   
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Teaching observation by other faculty members.  The vast majority of TAs who had 

been observed by faculty members other than their TA supervisor again reported finding the 

feedback that necessarily accompanies this type of professional development to be particularly 

useful to them.  While 12 out of the 25 comments cited “feedback” in general as being 

beneficial, others were more specific, saying that the observers were able to point out problems 

(5), give advice (6), or reassure the TA (2).  The additional perspective was valued by five TAs 

because the faculty members were “experienced.”  All but one of these TAs were students in 

Literature.  The other was Paula, a PhD candidate in SLA, who clarified that although many 

faculty members are experienced teachers, they are not necessarily a “specialist” in SLA.  If this 

viewpoint is shared by other members of the FL department, that might have influenced the 

highest number of TAs to select this as the activity being discouraged by their department. 

It is also possible that the students who were observed by faculty members found the 

activity valuable because the professor was better able to address their teaching ability in letters 

of recommendation.  While this might be true for some job candidates, Marina said that if her 

dissertation chair wrote about her teaching in a reference letter, job search committees would 

discount his opinion because he was not a specialist.  

Additional pedagogy or language classes.  Fifty-one TAs gave reasons why they found 

additional pedagogy or language classes to be so helpful.  “New” was a commonly used word, as 

17 TAs reported learning new or different techniques, methods, perspectives, or theories.  Three 

said this made them refresh or expand upon old knowledge.  Ten TAs thought it was helpful that 

the courses had a specific focus that let them go more into depth in the subject matter.  Being a 

student also provides the opportunity to constantly observe other teachers, as stated by five TAs.  

Other comments included getting to reflect on their own teaching, learning about topics that were 
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easily applicable to their own classroom (e.g., technology, assessment, individual differences, 

pronunciation, materials design), and improving their own language skills. 

Inadequate Professional Development 

 TAs were asked in their interviews to consider if they felt prepared for their future 

academic career or at least to teach upper-level courses whose focus is usually literature or 

culture.  The answers ranged from “yes, absolutely” to “no, not at all.”  Among the TAs 

interviewed, the least confident person (Sophie) cited her language skills as the reason why she 

would be unable to teach an upper-level course.  Three of the 16 interviewed TAs (19%) were 

confident in their abilities to teach an upper-division class, although even they expressed signs of 

hesitation.  For example, although David said he was absolutely prepared to teach an upper-level 

course, when he was asked if he felt that he had adequate preparation and support from his 

program, he paused for six seconds before slowly saying, “I think so.”  The more common 

response was from TAs wishing they had more experiences to prepare them to teach advanced 

classes.  Their insecurity was apparent in how they qualified their answers: “pretty prepared” 

(Peter), “definitely not over prepared” (Rafael), and “for the most part, I feel like I am prepared 

and I could do it” (Daniel).   

Even if they had taken numerous pedagogy courses beyond the first methods course and 

had the knowledge and skills they considered to be necessary, a recurring notion was that “the 

best teacher is probably experience” (Paula).  She elaborated on this idea: 

I feel confident that I could do it but I don’t feel prepared in the sense that I’ve done it 

because I haven’t.  I wish that I were given the opportunity either to teach a more 

advanced level grammar course in Spanish.  I don’t presume to teach literature courses 

necessarily because I know there are people much more qualified for that although I do 
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have some literature background and I would feel comfortable doing it if called upon.  

There are some linguistics courses obviously in the department at the 300-level and 

above.  I would love, of course, to teach one of those, but those are typically given to 

Hispanic Linguistics Masters level students and PhD students in Literature.  Applied 

Linguistics have essentially categorically been denied those opportunities, so I do not feel 

prepared although I do feel confident that I could do it. 

Paula and two other TAs who were interviewed talked about their precarious position in their 

teaching department because it was not their home department.  They reported that they were 

typically not invited to departmental functions and were often not given the same professional 

developmental opportunities as TAs who were actually enrolled in the department.  For example, 

they said that they would have really liked to teach advanced language or content classes, but 

these opportunities were not available to them.  Additionally, they reported that the department 

within which they taught only gave additional coordinating responsibilities to graduate students 

in Literature, thereby neglecting the expertise of TAs pursuing degrees in FL pedagogy and 

program administration.  While these TAs seemed to understand that each department had to 

take care of its “own” students first, they were disappointed and wished that these opportunities 

were based on merit or interest. 

Peter, a German TA working towards a degree in Transcultural Studies who had actually 

been given the opportunity to teach an upper-level German course, said that there had been no 

teaching support for him as he was “pretty much on [his] own” and that there was “a huge gap in 

terms of mentoring, professional development, support between the lower level of classes and 

the upper level of classes.” 
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Recommendations for Improved Professional Development 

The second research question sought to find out what recommendations graduate students 

had for improving TA professional development.  When asked what she would change about her 

FL department, Paula, a PhD candidate in SLA who had taught Spanish for five years, jokingly 

retorted, “How much time do you have?”  Regardless of how positive a TA’s experiences were 

and how supported they felt, all of the TAs interviewed for the present study and all but six 

questionnaire respondents had at least a few recommendations about how to change the current 

professional development opportunities offered to them.  It is impossible to list all of their 

recommendations in this papers, but two recommendations were repeatedly present among the 

TAs: 1) making more professional development opportunities obligatory and 2) changing 

elements already used to make them relevant and applicable to each individual TA’s needs.  

These themes are explained below in the contexts of the most common professional development 

opportunities that TAs take part in (i.e., the methods course, meetings/orientations, and student 

evaluations) because this is where the biggest impact will be felt. 

 The methods course.  The methods course was the most popular professional 

development opportunity in the present study, and all of the interviewed TAs had completed a 

methods course, either at their current university or previous institution.  Common requirements 

in these courses include peer observations, videotaped self-observations, and reading research 

articles. 

Peer observations.  Several of the interviewed TAs cited peer observations as being the 

most influential professional development opportunities they had as a teacher.  Being observed is 

one way that TAs can receive one-on-one attention and personalized feedback on their teaching 

that they consider to be valuable, but conducting observations themselves gives them the 
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opportunity to think critically about other people’s teaching and their own, through comparison.  

They can learn new strategies, or at the very minimum, determine how they do not want to teach, 

as Ana, one of the more experienced TAs, said.  

Contrary to participants in Brandl’s (2000) study, when TAs in the present study had 

questions about teaching, almost two thirds preferred to first consult someone at the same level 

as them in the departmental hierarchy (i.e., another TA), as opposed to less than a third who 

selected the LPD or TA coordinator.  Power differentials in collaboration are smallest among 

peers (Johnston, 2009), and horizontal learning has the potential to be “more powerful” than 

vertical learning (Park, Oliver, Johnson, Graham, & Oppong, 2007).  When asked why a TA 

would choose to go to a peer for help instead of a teaching or language acquisition specialist, the 

responses in the present study were varied but frequently related to status.  TAs often shared 

offices and computer labs with peers, so it is easier to ask someone who is in close physical 

proximity.  They taught the same classes and claimed that their supervisors are often out of touch 

because they have not taught lower-level classes in years.  Elena, a Spanish TA studying 

Sociolinguistics, gave an additional consideration for choosing a peer: 

I probably would [consult a peer] just out of comfort and wanting to not be embarrassed 

and feel like I was doing something wrong or something that I might get in trouble for.  I 

feel like a lot of times people talk about the rules here and that if you don’t follow the 

rules, you’re going to be kind of punished, so I don’t really comfortable there.  They 

seem to be really focused rules instead of help.   

For this reason, Noelia, a native speaker TA of Spanish, suggested that having a teaching advisor 

outside of her department to whom she could go to for advice, would be a good option.  

Previously, she had gone to her teaching supervisor with a question, and in order to get enough 
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information about the situation, the supervisor came to Noelia’s class to observe.  Since teaching 

observations for novice TAs are often stressful experiences, Noelia felt as if she had been 

punished.  

When asked in what situations TAs would go to their LPD, they all answered essentially 

the same: administrative issues.  For example, if Elena had to discipline a problem student, she 

would go to the LPD for advice on what to do or to help interpret the university policy.  Daniel 

said that in addition to disciplinary problems, he would go to his supervisor if he needed “some 

authoritative backup.”  In one instance, Ana unabashedly admitted to sending all of her difficult 

students directly to her supervisor.  While this helped the TAs by letting them focus more time 

on their schoolwork and their teaching, this seems like a wasted resource, since in most (but not 

all) cases, LPDs are experts in FL pedagogy and SLA.  

Despite the TAs valuing peer relationships, getting ideas from watching others, and 

receiving personalized feedback, most TAs do not continue these observations after completing 

the methods course.  One TA reported that her department “suggested” that TAs continue to do 

these observations, but it was not required.  Indeed, only 48.9% of the TAs in this study were 

required to observe peers.  Given all the demands on TAs’ time and the value that some TAs 

place on expertise, it is not surprising that after the methods course, this optional activity gets 

overlooked.  

 Videotaped self observations.  In addition to in-person observations, there are mandatory 

self-observations conducted as part of the teaching methods courses.  TAs typically consider this 

experience to be stressful (Ryan-Scheutz & Rustia, 1999), and this study’s TAs were no 

different.  They reported in the questionnaire that seeing themselves on camera was 

uncomfortable.  However, they indicated that it is beneficial to observe themselves as an outsider 
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would, although not as helpful as observing others.  As evidenced by this study’s statistics, self-

taped observations are more popular at private institutions.  This is possibly because of the cost 

associated with hiring a professional from the university to do the recording.  In order to 

continue offering this option, it would be beneficial to have the TAs enrolled in the methods 

course videotape each other.  Because some TAs expressed the importance of reflecting on their 

teaching throughout a semester instead of just at the end with student evaluations when it was too 

late to implement changes, the process of self-recording and reflecting could be done more than 

once during a TA’s education.  It would also serve a double purpose closer to the time of 

graduation, as this type of recording can be included in teaching portfolios. 

Reading research about language teaching and learning.  TAs who had enrolled in 

additional pedagogy and language classes valued the in-depth attention to new theories, 

perspectives, and techniques, which sometimes involved reading articles or conducting research 

themselves.  For TAs who never go beyond the basic pedagogy requirements, the methods 

course is usually these TAs’ first and sometimes only introduction to theories about language 

learning and teaching.  However, when asked about what professional development opportunities 

TAs found least helpful to them, several TAs interviewed in this study cited research-related 

activities, despite being ranked high on the questionnaire.  Some TAs who completed the 

questionnaire acknowledged that theory is what informs practice, but when it comes to reading 

research or attending conference presentations, many felt that they have to wade through a lot of 

topics that are not interesting or personally relevant to them before finding something they can 

apply: 

I definitely see the value of having theory and the theory connecting to practice, but 

sometimes, in some classes or even listening to some presentations, when a person is 
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talking about just research or just theory of language acquisition for example, I 

understand that some people focus on that, but personally I want to know “Ok, so what?  

How can that help me as a language teacher and as a language learner?”  Instead of just 

the theory, the hard research.  I think we need to have the connection.  (Sophie) 

Since the methods class has a captive audience for practical teaching information, it is an ideal 

arena for exploring the theoretical basis for TAs’ pedagogical choices. 

 Student evaluations.  About 89% of the TAs in this study reported that their teaching 

effectiveness was rated at semester end by means of student evaluations.  Some TAs took these 

evaluations seriously, since the students themselves are the ones who see the instructor teach 

every day.  Alejandro, an MA student in Spanish Linguistics, answered: 

As far as how seriously I take [student evaluations]?  Very, very seriously.  Last year I 

taught the same course three times.  I taught it in the fall, the spring, and the summer.  

We used the same book all three times, and I had completely different lesson plans all 

three times because usually at the end of every semester, on the basis of student 

comments and my own observations, I come up with a list of ideas and things I want to 

change for the next time around, but I definitely, definitely pay attention to student 

comments. 

Sophie, a French TA, echoed Alejandro in her answer.  She took the evaluations seriously, but 

interpreted the results cautiously because some of the complaints are about things that she does 

not “have control over,” that her “hands are bound to do,” and that she “is not allowed to 

change”: 

Personally, I take them seriously and I get offended when students write some things that 

I don’t find to be true or fair, but I think that happens because there’s a lot of things that, 
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as a TA, I don’t have control over.  I need to implement things because of department 

policy, and then some of those things are things that students complain about, and I feel 

like I take it personally sort of because students don’t realize that, sort of, my hands are 

bound to do these things.  They think that I did this and they didn’t like it. 

Some TAs, such as Patricia, a TA who was soon going to be on the job market, seemed to value 

teaching evaluations more for their impact on her ability to be hired. 

Others TAs took student evaluations less seriously.  David, an MA student in Spanish 

Linguistics, explained: 

I know that [student evaluations] influence my contract renewal to a certain degree, and I 

look at them from time to time.  Overall, I feel that you have to sort of discount probably 

the best five to ten percent of what you get and probably the bottom five to ten percent of 

what you get to really take much from student evaluations.  I think there’s a significant 

number of students who have a bad experience and are going to write something negative 

no matter what even if they have a bad experience because I’m doing my job, and I think 

sometimes students will have bad experiences when I do my job.  If a kid’s not turning in 

their homework and you get on their case about it and they get upset about it and they 

write a bad evaluation, so be it, but I don’t think that necessarily means you’re not doing 

a good job. 

Paula also discounted her student evaluations:  

They aren’t necessarily pedagogical experts, and therefore sometimes their suggestions 

just come from- I guess the word- is “ignorance.”  Not that I just totally disregard what 

they say, but I do think that in certain programs I’ve taught in in the past, too much 

emphasis has been placed on what students want and think, and your program doesn’t 
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really have a clear identity or vision when that happens because what they want changes 

according to what they think is most expedite to them a lot of times.  

For similar reasons, Paula reported not taking her supervisor seriously either: he had no formal 

background in language acquisition or pedagogy.  Additionally, graduate students in Literature 

working as his research assistants were unable to provide substantive feedback during 

observations and instead gave empty compliments, such as “stupendous.”  From Paula’s point of 

view, supervisors who had fallen into their roles either by default or favoritism might be good 

teachers, but they lacked the knowledge base needed to be respected by some of the TAs who 

consider teaching to be their primary field of study.   

Ana, another Spanish TA who studied SLA, paid no attention to the evaluations because 

they happen at the end of the semester when it is too late to change anything for the group of 

students who had given feedback.  She and several questionnaire participants considered mid-

term evaluations to be more helpful in improving the quality of teaching when it matters most. 

Other than playing a role in future hiring decisions when TAs search a full-time faculty 

position, student evaluations have an ambiguous influence on TAs’ teaching positions in their 

current department.  Noelia, a native Spanish speaker studying Hispanic Linguistics and teaching 

Spanish, suggested that her teaching evaluation scores might influence summer teaching 

positions in her department, but it was very unclear to her about how the evaluations affected her 

teaching contract, if at all.  Similarly, MA student Alejandro stated that “you have to be horribly 

bad” for there to be consequences.  When asked what departmental action would be taken when 

TAs struggle with their teaching assignments, the responses were varied.  TAs in Marina’s 

Spanish Literature department were “counseled” while others were just redistributed to research 

roles.  David explained that in his Spanish Department: “I suspect that there’s informal ways for 
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the department to get rid of TAs that are just lousy.  Sort of.  But I’m pretty sure they’re working 

around some sort of bureaucratic rule about funding and that sort of thing there.”  Most TAs did 

not fear losing their jobs because of low teaching evaluations: “I feel that I am sort of guaranteed 

a job for a certain number of years” (Sophie).  This confusion about how student evaluations 

affect one’s contract suggests that departments need to be clearer with their TAs about how these 

evaluations impact their assistantships.  They also might consider making all comments available 

to the TAs, implementing more frequent evaluations, and having TAs discuss their results with a 

supervisor, one-on-one. 

Despite a perceived lack of consequences for underperformance, reasons of personal 

pride, a sense of obligation to the students, and a desire to be successful on the future job market 

influenced the TAs to make an effort.  However, Paula, a PhD candidate in SLA who was 

teaching in a Spanish Department, said that teaching did not seem to be a priority for her 

department, so why should she make it a personal priority; she was a student first and foremost 

and teaching was her “part-time job, where it’s supposed to be.”  

 Meetings/Orientations.  Eighty-six percent of the questionnaire respondents reported 

that their fall orientation was mandatory.  They often downplayed its importance on their 

development as a teacher.  Generally, they found it superficial and very logistical in nature: “We 

get copies of the syllabus and the textbook and are told about all kinds of rules and procedures” 

(Paula).  None of the interviewed TAs found the orientation meetings to be most helpful to their 

professional development.  On the contrary, they seemed to focus on providing criticism about 

the orientation meetings.  Peter, a native speaker teacher of German, viewed the fall orientation 

very negatively because of the “stupid, rushed, and thrown in exercises” without any sort of 
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theoretical explanation about why the TAs should use a certain method or approach.  He thought 

that TAs were just “thrown in” to a classroom afterwards.  

Of the 41 TAs who considered the pre-service orientation to be helpful, 17% of them 

mentioned that it gave them the opportunity to meet and bond with their peers.  TAs’ 

relationships with colleagues are very important because when they have questions about 

teaching, 60.64% of the TAs in this sample selected “Peer” as the first choice of person to 

consult with questions about teaching, compared with only 28.72% who selected “LPD” or “TA 

coordinator” as their first choice.  Only two out of 94 TAs indicated that they would never 

consult a peer, while 8 TAs said that they would never consult their LPD about teaching 

questions.   

The larger an FL department is, the more complicated its hierarchical structure, reporting 

system, and relationships become.  In large departments, there seems to be differences in status 

even within layers of the hierarchy.  For example, in Noelia’s Spanish Department, there are 

multiple coordinators, with one being more respected than the other.  She said that this person 

carries more “symbolic power,” which is due to her background in pedagogy and SLA, the 

amount of work she does for the department, and the rank of her other position in the 

department.  The second coordinator, on the other hand, is not very active in the department, and 

the TAs do not take him very seriously.  The lack of “symbolic power” manifested itself in the 

TAs deciding not to go to workshops organized by this coordinator.   

For the majority of TAs interviewed for this study, the only form (if any) of on-going 

professional development they reported was an occasional group meeting with one of their 

supervisors.  More experienced TAs were typically “not invited” (Sophie) or were not required 

to participate (Rafael).  The focus of these on-going meetings tends to be also administrative, so 
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some TAs did not consider these meetings to be a true part of their professional development.  

Paula explained:  

There’s very little discussion of pedagogy and that goes also for our monthly meetings.  

Those are mostly to just see the test and to talk about any problems that we’re having 

with discipline, etc., but there’s no focus on professional development and making us 

better instructors. 

These meetings were the only source of professional development that Paula participated 

in during her PhD program.  She had these logistical meetings throughout her career as a 

graduate student and claimed that her skills as a teacher “atrophied,” showing that these group 

meetings in their current form are not adequate, and more professional development is needed.  

However, it is important to note that these meetings were the only required source of 

professional development in Paula’s department, and she had chosen not to participate in any 

optional additional professional development opportunities.  

Instead of focusing primarily on administrative issues, TAs expressed the desire to have 

opportunities to discuss their own questions, share best practices, and learn about specific 

pedagogical topics, such as how to give feedback.  They would like to have a time in which they 

can “bounce ideas off each other” (Rafael), take advantage of the TAs’ ease with talking to 

peers, build a sense of camaraderie, and give TAs the practical elements that they desire.  Noelia, 

a student in Hispanic Linguistics, suggested that these workshops should involve an element of 

action research or a research project.  This way, the TAs would have research to add to their 

CVs, they could become involved in the teaching community, and they could reflect and think 

analytically about the theories they learn and how they play out in the classroom.  
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  In order to include actual professional development as well as the logistical issues that 

supervisors must cover, Sophie, a TA in French, suggested that the meetings be more regular to 

facilitate frequent reflection about one’s teaching, especially for newer TAs.  Paula, the Spanish 

TA who only did what was required and considered her teaching ability to have “atrophied,” 

suggested making these meetings just a little longer in order to include housekeeping issues and 

true professional development.  Peter, a German native speaker, said that his current department 

is “going pretty easy in terms of orientations and meetings and stuff like that.”  At his previous 

graduate institution in the United States, he was required to enroll in and attend another section 

of the course he was teaching so he would get an in-depth look at the course instead of just a 

brief glance that a typical observation would provide.  In fact, his teaching contract required that 

he attend that class.   

  Time, however, is a precious commodity for TAs who try to balance their teaching loads 

and their own course work.  David, for example, thought that having more mandatory meetings 

throughout his MA in Hispanic Linguistics would be a good idea, yet he was not sure if even he 

himself would attend because of the time constraints put on him by his other work: 

On the one hand, it would be nice for there to be a structured place where we can discuss 

in depth some of the more challenging pedagogical issues that come up in the second 

language classroom, but at the same time, with all the other requirements on my time I’m 

not sure that I would even necessarily be able to take advantage of some of that because I 

sort of feel like more often than not even when there is a great workshop or something 

that comes up- and it’s sort of random usually- but even if something like that does come 

up, it seems like I have to choose between doing that and reading for a class or starting 

my own research and that sort of thing so I guess that the big thing I see is that yes, it 



197 

would be nice if there were more structured resources out there to help us, but at the same 

time until we restructure what a graduate student’s responsibilities are, it’s going to be 

very difficult for most of us to take advantage of a lot of that stuff.  

To entice TAs to attend department meetings, Spanish students Claudia and David recommended 

that there be separate meetings focused on the needs of different participant groups because they, 

as veteran TAs, have different needs than their novice counterparts.  As Rafael, a TA in 

Portuguese and Portuguese explained, his meetings are “a little redundant” because he has 

already taught the course several times, and he was therefore already familiar with the films, 

readings, and exams of the class.  Finally, Alejandro’s suggestion, although perhaps obvious, 

was that these meetings be scheduled at times when the target TA population is available to 

attend and not during the classes they attend or teach.  In other words, these meetings are a 

missed opportunity for professional development for many reasons. 

To summarize the main findings as they relate to the stated research questions, the TAs in 

this study considered meetings about teaching observations, observations conducted by faculty 

members other than their supervisors, and additional coursework in pedagogy to be helpful.  It 

was a common theme that experience is the best teacher, yet TAs rarely get the opportunity to 

teach advanced classes and thus gain the experience they felt they needed.  The most popular 

professional development opportunities (i.e., methods courses, student evaluations, 

orientations/meetings) were not considered to be the most helpful.  To improve these 

professional development opportunities, TAs offered a variety of suggestions, including 

personalizing activities. 
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Discussion 

 The idea that TAs consider themselves underprepared to teach advanced or upper-level 

courses is a reoccurring theme in this study.  For one graduate student, it was caused by a lack of 

confidence in her language skills.  Thompson and Fioramonte (2012) encountered the same 

hesitation from one of the non-native speaker teachers that they interviewed.  Their participant 

judged her pronunciation to be inadequate for teaching advanced level classes because there 

might be heritage speakers or more advanced speakers than herself in the class.  More students 

felt unprepared because their teaching experience was limited to lower-level language classes. 

To prepare themselves for the experience of teaching courses across the four-year 

curriculum, this study’s participants highly valued the “actual act of teaching” (Rafael) and the 

opportunity to teach an advanced class, although it was not an item to be rated in this study’s 

questionnaire.  These results support Mills and Allen (2007), who found that the English-

speaking French TAs in their study considered previous teaching experience to be the biggest 

source of information about teaching French, after the methods course and orientation.  Because 

opportunities to teach or co-teach advanced classes are infrequent, TAs’ prior teaching 

experience is usually limited to teaching introductory classes.  Therefore, while TAs may be 

confident teachers at their current level of instruction, they are apprehensive about teaching an 

advanced class.  To overcome this lack of experience, TAs in this study proposed a variety of 

compensatory strategies.  They suggested that drawing from their own experiences as language 

students, borrowing elements from syllabi gathered over the years, taking adequate time to 

prepare lessons, and selecting their own course content would have to suffice.    

 The “gap” in professional development and support for teaching noticed by TAs in this 

study and Mills and Allen’s (2007) study is not surprising considering the tradition of divisions 
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in FL departments.  The 2007 MLA report referred to a bifurcation in FL departments between 

upper-level literature/content courses and lower-level language courses, which are characterized 

by different goals, methods, and faculty.  Although the MLA report does not directly claim that 

one tier is valued more than the other, salary discrepancies, minimum education requirements, 

and differences in promotion and tenure (Byrnes & Kord, 2001, p. 36) between the language and 

literature factions make it clear that tradition places more value on the literary aspects of FL 

departments.  This division persists in many departments despite criticisms of being “deeply 

burdensome and detrimental to departments’ well-being and, specifically, to the 

conceptualization of the role of language in FL teaching and learning” (Byrnes, 2001, p. 524).  

The current two-tiered system gives power to the literature faculty, who are permitted to create 

their own curricula, while forcing the language teachers to support their aims with “technical 

support and basic training” (MLA, 2008, p. 289).  Language learning is often neglected in the 

upper-levels as literature faculty often take it for granted that their students have mastered the FL 

(MLA, 2008, p. 290).  It also impacts if and how SLA research is included into the curriculum 

(Kramsch, 2000). 

In the departmental hierarchy, tenure-track professors are at the top, followed by non-

tenure track faculty, and then graduate students (Ryan-Scheutz & Rustia, 1999, p. 463).   

Changing the power relationships that have continued to hold up the “invisible wall” between 

language and literature (Byrnes, 2001, p. 517) will be a challenge.  Byrnes (2008) acknowledged 

that at many schools, collaboration – which plays a “crucial role” in curricular change - is not 

easy because there is typically only one person in charge of TAs, and this one person often does 

not have much say about the overall departmental curriculum (p. 286).  In a survey of LPDs 

conducted by Katz and Watzinger-Tharp (2005), 31% of the respondents (N = 45) held non-
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tenure-track jobs.  They also found that 38.5% of the job postings for FL teaching supervisors in 

2003 were non-tenure-track.  

Not all literature professors occupy a well-defined position in the traditional hierarchy 

either.  Melin (2009) argued that the two-tiered system as described by the 2007 MLA report 

“obscure[s] the diverse teaching and intellectual commitments of current faculty” who already 

have moved beyond traditional FL literature classes (p. 13) because as Levine et al. (2008) noted 

“in terms of course content the two-tiered system began to dissolve at least a decade prior to the 

publication of the 2007 MLA report]” (p. 242).  Reeser (2013) outlined his own efforts to include 

TA professional development into his graduate-level literature courses, sharing the responsibility 

of his department to prepare graduate students to teach upper-division courses.  He showed that 

the “rigid hierarchy” that Ana noted in her interview needs to have its strata blurred if the 

graduate students are to be successful in both scholarship and teaching. 

Another example of a more complex hierarchy is found in programs where TAs vary in 

rank, such as the Spanish department in which Paula worked which employed graduate TAs as 

coordinators.  The increased responsibility and perceived expertise raises the student coordinator 

above the other TAs, in status if not always in pay.  On the opposite end of the spectrum are TAs 

who teach in FL departments but are enrolled elsewhere.  Not including these kinds of TAs more 

(i.e., students who specialize in SLA) and utilizing their expertise seems like another missed 

opportunity.  

TAs’ resistance to research.  In addition to TAs preferring to consult peers about 

teaching questions, another indication of TAs distinguishing themselves from other members of 

the hierarchy is their sometimes negative evaluation of research on language learning and 

teaching.  On one hand, many TAs have been introduced to SLA research in their methods 
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courses and advanced pedagogy classes.  Dhonau, McAlpine, and Shrum (2010) found that more 

than 80% of methods classes in their study introduced research, and 97% of the teacher educators 

in their study considered knowledge about research to be extremely important to novice teachers.  

In the present study, TAs’ ability to apply teacher vocabulary (e.g., “communicative language 

teaching,” “student-centered,” “literacy,” “content-based”) in the interviews or questionnaires 

showed that research played a role in their pedagogical growth, by providing them with “new 

ways or seeing and describing” and fostering “a deeper level of analysis” (Rankin & Becker, 

2006, p. 365).  

 On the other hand, even some of the TAs in this study who were studying SLA at 

research institutions, emphasized the importance of not having too much theory in TA 

professional development.  This is not uncommon, as Cooper (2004) also found that teachers 

appreciate concrete activities that they can apply in their classrooms.  Indeed, TAs in the present 

study cited the specific ideas and suggestions that arose from post-observation meetings as being 

the most helpful aspect of those discussions.  Prioritizing concrete activities creates a risk that 

theory will become less important, while at the same time underscoring FL departments’ 

continued support of a transmission model of teacher education instead of a collaborative 

construction of knowledge (Johnson, 2009).   

The transmission model of knowledge, however, is inadequate because “the knowledge 

embedded in published research is not simply accumulated and then put into action.  It is 

processed and filtered through layers of experience and belief, rendering the outcome far less 

predictable than a simple transmission model would suggest” (Rankin & Becker, 2006, p. 366).  

Professional development should therefore incorporate multiple opportunities for TAs to discuss 
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and reflect on SLA theory and research and consider ways to implement these ideas in their 

classroom.  

 Research and teaching were sometimes seen as mutually exclusive by TAs in this study.  

Because teachers’ thoughts and beliefs influence how they teach (Borg, 2009), the mindset that 

teaching is not relevant to the TAs’ research interests could also affect how to prepare them to 

teach and the professional development opportunities that they participate in.  If TAs continue in 

academia upon graduation and begin to supervise TAs themselves, as Hubbard (2008) suggested, 

some might pass on their beliefs about teaching and research to a new generation of TAs.  The 

belief that teaching and research are separate might also demonstrate shortsightedness in TAs 

who do not realize that they will be teaching for the rest of the career regardless of their research 

interests, and a naïveté that research has not affected how they conduct their classes.   

When research-related activities were denounced by some of the TAs in the present 

study, they were perhaps trying to distance themselves from research or take a side against the 

faculty represented by it and the tenure system within which they operate.  Supporting this idea 

is the fact that almost half of the TAs who completed the questionnaire selected that they saw 

themselves working in a liberal arts college upon graduation, whereas only a quarter selected a 

research institution.  While the question about future careers was a little open to interpretation, 

with some TAs selecting the place where they would prefer to work and others selecting the 

place most related to their current educational trajectory, the reasons for selecting a liberal arts 

college were similar.  When asked to elaborate why they saw themselves at a liberal arts school, 

interview participants said that they preferred teaching, usually in opposition to research.  Paula 

acknowledged that her view of jobs in liberal arts schools could be just a “stereotype,” but it was 

nonetheless a perspective held by numerous TAs.   
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According to the 2007 MLA report, the separation of research (i.e., upper-level courses) 

and teaching (i.e., lower-level courses) endures in many FL departments, and the methods course 

might be at the root of this.  Bernhardt (2001) argued that “it is indeed within ‘the methods 

course’ that the (future) profession is socialized into the ‘lang-lit split’” (p. 199).  The methods 

course does this by virtue of focusing on language teaching.  Bernhardt (2001) explained: 

If the only teacher preparation available is language teacher preparation, a clear message 

is sent that language gets taught, but the corollary collocation for literature remains 

awkward.  A further part of the message communicated within the structure of the 

traditional methods course is that language and literature are clearly separable units.  As 

long as this message is sent from the outset of the graduate student socialization process, 

the ‘lang-lit split’ will remain entrenched in graduate departments.  (p. 199) 

In other words, methods courses in general do not go beyond basic language teaching to bridge 

what TAs teach now and what they will be expected to teach later.  Furthermore, Wilbur’s 

(2007) analysis of 31 syllabi found that although many methods courses include research and 

theory about language teaching and learning, they often do not foster a connection between 

theory and practice.  If the future professoriate internalizes these dichotomies and chooses their 

future careers based on their alliances, the two-tiered system in FL departments will only persist.  

Reeser (2013) attempted to “destabilize” the research/teaching opposition by making “the 

connection” that Sophie, a TA of French in this study, considered to be so important for teachers.  

Including explicit discussions about teaching into Reeser’s graduate literature course was a step 

toward eliminating the language-literature divide and adopting a communal approach to TA 

professional development. 



204 

Battle metaphors used by TAs.  Hierarchy and divisions of labor are obviously not 

specific to FL departments.  They are found in other domains, such as business, government, and 

the military.  This latter category is the source of several metaphors used inadvertently by 

participants in the present study when talking about their role as teachers.  Metaphors are ways 

of expressing how TAs view teaching and language learning and are useful for interpreting how 

they conceive power and control (Oxford, Tomlinson, Barcelos, Harrington, Lavine, Saleh, & 

Longhini, 1998, p. 6).   

War necessarily involves opposing factions and fighting for control.  In some metaphors, 

TAs are the agents, positioning them against people lower in the hierarchy: undergraduate 

students.  For example, TAs prefer consulting their peers because they are “in the trenches” with 

them, teaching the same classes.  Sophie reported that her department Chair said that the TAs are 

“on the front lines” because they are the first ones to have contact with the undergraduate 

students as opposed to faculty members, who often do not teach lower-level classes themselves.  

Indeed, Wilbur (2007) found that 11 of the 32 teacher educators in her study had not taught a 

language class themselves in more than 15 years.  Graduate students develop camaraderie by 

sharing “battle stories,” according to Marina, especially during first year meetings or misguided 

methods classes that have turned into therapy sessions.  In other metaphors, the TAs battle 

against people higher up in the hierarchy: faculty.  An example of this is when Marina referred to 

a confrontation with her supervisor as her attempt to “slay the dragon.”   

In other situations, the agent of the metaphors becomes the language program 

administrators.  These metaphors are about controlling the troops of TAs as well as fighting.  For 

example, in big departments with multiple sections and many instructors, TAs cannot be 

independent and take liberties with their own classes because the department must “keep a tight 



205 

rein” (Rafael).  Sophie did not feel free to make her own pedagogical choices because her “hands 

[were] tied.”  Even Byrnes (2001) wrote that some departments attack problems with the 

“deployment of well crafted plans” (p. 524).  

 War metaphors from teachers have been reported in other studies as well (Farrell, 2006; 

Oxford et al., 1998; Park et al., 2007; Sperling, 1994).  In Farrell’s (2006) study about metaphors 

used by teachers, two out of the three pre-service English as a Foreign Language (ESL) teachers 

(Annie and Eddie) likened their classroom to a battleground.  In her reflective journal, Annie 

wrote: 

There is a constant battle of making the right choices.  The teacher has to decide what 

materials are suitable for the students.  The students, on the other hand, have to choose 

among the choices and come up with a correct answer.  In a battlefield the General has to 

decide what strategies to use to defeat the enemies.  Similarly, the teacher has to think of 

ways to finish the syllabus in time and also to make it interesting and captivating.  (p. 

240) 

Eddie concurred:  “I had three classes of difficult to control students and I saw myself going into 

the classroom to ‘fight it out’ to get them to listen to me or at least to stop the rowdy ones from 

being disruptive” (p. 240).  Throughout the semester, the battle metaphor persisted, but evolved 

to be a fight with his students “for learning” (p. 241) instead of against his students.  In personal 

narratives collected by Oxford et al. (1998), there was a reference to a teacher who came to class 

“ready for war” (p. 17) and another who was “a battleaxe” (p. 16).  Nine out of 14 reflective 

essays by novice English teachers in Sperling (1994) drew upon “teaching as battle” metaphors 

as well.  One of the participants named Brad had a particularly lengthy comparison of his class 

with a feudal kingdom over which he ruled.  On a day that his students were rowdy, he yelled at 
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them to “shut up,” those two words acting like “linguistic bullets fired into the class” (p. 148).  

Finally, outside of language education, one teacher continued to use this battle metaphor into her 

quest to become a teacher: 

Certainly when people are going through [teacher education] together, I think that you 

become closer to the person that you are on the battlefield with.  I mean, the teacher that 

went through it with me certainly . . . we know each other better because we went to 

workshops together and we struggled together at times.  (Park et al., 2007, p. 375) 

These military and wartime metaphors are generally negative ways to talk about teaching.  

This is particularly interesting, considering that the people who chose to participate in these 

interviews value graduate student professional development and teaching enough to have taken 

the time to participate in the study.  One possible explanation for the use of an occasional 

negative metaphor is that military service is sometimes a difficult experience, and these 

instructors want to emphasize that teaching is challenging as well.  This could be the case for 

Marina, who was so overworked that she had to call in the union.  It is possible that these 

metaphors might also be emphasizing the adversarial nature of TAs’ interactions with 

undergraduates, who are usually on the lowest level of the hierarchy in FL departments, or with 

supervisors.  Another possible hypothesis for using military metaphors is to justify their 

contentment with their work because sometimes the biggest challenges in life reap the highest 

rewards, and those instructors who had struggled and risen above these challenges might have 

felt more confident or proud to discuss their teaching experiences.  For instance, Sophie’s 

department, where TAs were “on the front lines,” won a battle of sorts because they had 

increased their enrollment numbers to have the most undergraduate students majoring in French 

in the country.  Finally, the use of these negative metaphors could be a call to teacher educators, 
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FL departments, universities, and administrators to provide more support to TAs because their 

job is not so simple that providing an orientation or single methods course would suffice.  Their 

general lack of confidence in their ability to teach advanced classes and their use of another set 

of metaphors – expressions dealing with water – supports this final point.  TAs described 

themselves as “floundering” (Marina) and being “thrown into the deep end” (Claudia).  These 

word choices make it clear that TAs are struggling in their teaching positions and are in need of 

more support.  

Several TAs in this study reported that they appreciated when their feedback was taken 

into consideration by their FL departments, but sometimes their voices were not heard or listened 

to.  The graduate students that were interviewed had suggestions to make but did not always 

have a say in their own professional development and classes.  How can the graduate students 

get their perceived needs met in, and perhaps in spite of, their current work contexts? 

Collaboration: A Possible Solution 

 Byrnes (2001) wrote that the makeover of the Georgetown German Department arose not 

from combatting factions of participants, but rather as a result of a united front for students and 

education (p. 525).  Similar to Gonglewski and Penningroth (1998), 48.7% of the TAs in the 

present study rated collaboration in teaching as “very” or “extremely” helpful in their current 

teaching positions, and 61.7% considered it to be “very” or “extremely” helpful in their future 

teaching positions.  However, 69.2% of the TAs reported never having collaborated on teaching.  

Collaboration in FL departments is a necessary means to bringing to fruition the 2007 MLA 

report’s recommendations for a cohesive curriculum and attending to our “moral obligation” 

(Byrnes, 2001, p. 525) to educate students.  Further, Byrnes underscored that in order for 

collaborative projects to succeed, certain elements must exist: transparency in governance, a 
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strong leader, a connection between administrative and academic work, commitment by all 

faculty, a history of collaboration, and expertise (pp. 525-556).   

TAs might feel that their needs are not being met, and tension might arise when any of 

these elements are missing.  In fact, in this study, TAs made it clear that some if not all of these 

factors are absent.  For example, TAs were unclear about how evaluations affected their 

contracts.  They felt much closer to their peers than they did to their supervisors.  Sometimes, 

they were unaware of why certain methodological decisions had been made and felt they had no 

say in the matter.  According to the questionnaire respondents, some departments deprioritized 

professional development in teaching and even discouraged certain professional development 

opportunities.  TA teaching supervision was typically only managed by one LPD, regardless of 

the size of the department.  Several TAs noted that some of their faculty were not specialists in 

SLA themselves.  It is unsurprising therefore that strong collaboration is not the norm in FL 

departments. 

While it might not be possible in some departments to completely redo their curriculum, 

smaller steps can be made to involve faculty members in the professional development of 

graduate students.  The required methods course could welcome guest teachers, the faculty could 

attend and participate in the pre-service orientation, and professors could share observation 

responsibilities.  “Teaching observations by other faculty members” was a form of vertical 

collaboration in FL departments that was infrequently used but highly regarded by the TAs who 

had been observed.  It was considered to be helpful by students who had participated in this kind 

of activity, but the majority of TAs in this study had never experienced it.  They wrote that 

observations by non-supervisor faculty were not available or “just not done” in their 

departments.  Observations by faculty members would provide TAs with individualized 
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feedback3, which they overwhelmingly cited as being the most helpful aspect of all forms of 

observation in general.   

These interactions with faculty have the potential to be mutually beneficial.  As reported 

by Ryan-Scheutz and Rustia (1999), faculty members benefit from having high-quality TAs 

because enrollment in upper-level content classes will increase.  Further, if teacher education is 

indeed a “process of socialization into a professional discourse community (Byrnes, 2001, p. 

521), these TAs will become these professors’ “future colleagues” (e.g., Azevedo, 1990; Barnes-

Karol & Broner, 2010, p. 441; Byrnes, 2001, p. 531; Magnan, 1993; Melin, 2009, p. 14)., 

Additionally, faculty would see what is happening in the language program and become exposed 

to new ideas and methodologies.  

Involving more faculty in the professional development of TAs and developing already 

existing TA peer networks would allow more diverse professional development opportunities to 

be offered (Byrnes, 2001).  Improved professional development is particularly important to 

graduate students entering the job market and ITAs, because they have unique needs that go 

beyond just learning how to teach an elementary or intermediate language class.  Including more 

people in the professional development process will increase the amount of personalized 

feedback and different perspectives that TAs cited as being particularly helpful and will be one 

step towards closing the gap between literature/culture and language classes. 

Limitations 

 The use of a questionnaire does not come without limitations.  The length of this 

questionnaire may have prevented TAs from providing detailed answers or even finishing the 

questionnaire.  Despite getting feedback on the questionnaire from various sources, wording 
                                                
3 Even if a faculty member is not an expert in SLA, his or her feedback is important because an instructor’s teaching 
will often be evaluated by non-specialists (i.e., students, promotion committees) during his or her career. 
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might have been unclear to TAs, who then interpreted questions in a different way than the 

researcher had intended.  Conversely, the researcher might have incorrectly interpreted a TA’s 

answer.  In an attempt to minimize potential misunderstandings and to get more details about 

TAs’ experiences and perceptions, follow-up interviews were conducted with all TAs that were 

willing and available to talk.  

This study does not aim to generalize to all TAs, but it does start to explore the range of 

experiences and opinions that TAs have.  While a variety of backgrounds are represented in this 

study, one of the obvious gaps is in the lack of participation from teachers of Less Commonly 

Taught Languages (LCTL) and Ivy League universities.  Since the respondents and interviewees 

self-selected to participate in this phase of the study, it is obvious that they are interested in 

issues of graduate student professional development and are therefore perhaps not representative 

of the population’s perceptions.  Indeed, the majority of interviewed TAs were enrolled in 

programs that not only encourage but require teacher preparation beyond the traditional 

orientation sessions and methods courses.  On the other hand, it is also possible that some TAs 

who had negative experiences with their students, departments, or supervisors might have chosen 

to participate in the interviews because they had an “ax to grind” (Seidman, 1998, p. 47).  For 

example, two TAs in Spanish (Ana and Paula) provided comments in the questionnaire that they 

admitted were “scathing.”  These interviews could therefore have been a therapy session for TAs 

with negative experiences, while TAs who had positive or neutral experiences with their 

professional development might not have felt it necessary or advantageous to the study to share 

their points of view.  It is important to note that while all participants had suggestions for 

improved professional development, not all were negative, so it seems unlikely that the only 

reason TAs selected to participate was to complain. 
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Conclusion and Future Research 

The field of teacher development would benefit from a better understanding of more 

TAs’ experiences, particularly those who are in programs that deprioritize teaching, teach 

LCTLs, and study at Ivy League universities.  It is impossible to know for sure, but their lack of 

participation in this study could be indicative of a blasé attitude towards teaching or an 

unwillingness to confront and reflect upon their own professional development or lack of, given 

the emphasis that these programs usually put on literature over teaching.  Hearing from TAs who 

did not have a lot of professional development opportunities would provide insight into the more 

typical language programs in the country.  Furthermore, including junior faculty perspectives on 

teaching and the contributions made by the professional development they received prior to 

entering the profession would be useful.  It could greatly inform researchers and practitioners in 

teacher development, as they could build a case for improved professional development 

opportunities, based not on “rhetoric, opinions, and traditional dogma” (Schulz, 2000, p. 516) but 

rather on empirical data.  Another perspective that would be valuable to a study such as this one, 

would be that of LPDs, Coordinators, and other Language Program Administrators who might be 

able to reveal rationales or constraints on professional development of which TAs are unaware.  

If FL departments are expected to perform a two-fold duty: “educate [graduate students] to make 

valued, long-term contributions . . . in a range of scholarly areas and . . . educate them to make 

knowledgeable and competent choices in a range of teaching contexts to the benefit of their 

students” (Byrnes, 2001, p. 513), attention must be paid to their professional development as 

both scholars and teachers.   

While the TAs in this study have made numerous recommendations, the most important 

step that can be taken to improve TA professional development and prepare TAs for their current 
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and future teaching roles is to make their professional development a community endeavor, 

involving all of the levels in the departmental hierarchy, including the TAs themselves.  As 

Rafael said when he put himself in the shoes of an LPD, “I always feel like, as a TA, I’ve loved 

when my voice is able to be heard.”  The questionnaires and interviews in this study have been a 

starting point to amplify TAs’ voices, but unless administrators and educators have a call to arms 

to battle with TAs, graduate students will continue to struggle in their current jobs and feel 

worried about their future positions. 
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Appendix A 

Questions for Graduate Teaching Assistants 
 

This is a consent form for research participation. It contains important information about this 
study and what to expect if you decide to participate. Please consider the information carefully.  
 
I am conducting a research study about professional development opportunities offered to 
Foreign Language Teaching Assistants (FL TAs). For this survey, I am interested in receiving 
responses from any graduate student who is currently teaching a language other than English at a 
university/college in the United States. You do not have to be pursuing a degree in the 
department where you teach. For example, if you are a teaching assistant in French but you are 
working towards a PhD in Anthropology, you are eligible to participate in this study.  
 
Your participation in this study is completely voluntary. You may discontinue participation at 
any time by closing your browser window. 
 
There are no foreseen risks from participating in this study. There are no direct benefits or 
financial rewards from completing the online questionnaire, but results from the study will help 
to inform and improve the professional development of future FL TAs. 
 
Your questionnaire data is anonymous and will be kept confidential. No names will be collected 
in the survey, and any indirect identifying information such as university names or programs will 
not be included in any presentations or publications resulting from this survey. Survey data will 
be kept in the researcher’s locked office on a password-protected computer. 
 
The survey will take less than 20 minutes to complete. If you are interested in participating in a 
follow-up interview to further explain your survey information, you will have the opportunity on 
the conclusion screen to go to a form where you can provide an email address. 
 
For questions, concerns, or complaints about the study you may contact Katie B. Angus at 
angus@email.arizona.edu or by phone at (570) 317-7265. For questions about your rights as a 
participant in this study or to discuss other study-related concerns or complaints with someone 
who is not part of the research team, you may contact the Human Subjects Protection Program at 
520-626-6721 or online at http://orcr.vpr.arizona.edu/irb. 
 
You indicate your voluntary consent to participate in this research study by clicking “Start 
survey” below and filling out the survey.  
 
Thank you for your time. 
 
Best, 
Katie B. Angus 
angus@email.arizona.edu 

Version 10/03/2012 
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BIOGRAPHICAL DATA 

1. Gender:  
2. Age: 
3. Nationality: 
4. Native tongue(s): 
5. Other language(s): 

 
EDUCATION 

6. University/college currently attended: 
7. University/college previously attended (most recently): 
8. Name of the department/program you are enrolled in: 
9. Degree pursued: (MA; PhD; other) 
10. Field/Specialty: 
11. Years of graduate school completed: (less than 1; 1; 2; 3; 4; 5; 6; 7; 8 or more) 
12. After graduating, where do you see yourself working? (Academia: research 

institution; Academia: liberal arts college; Academia: community college; 
Business/Government/Non-profit; Other:_____) 

 
WORK  

13. Name of the department/program you currently teach in 
14. Number of years you have been teaching a language at the university/college level 
15. Number of years you have been teaching a language in the United States 
16. Language(s) taught: 
17. Courses you’ve taught at your current university (Please provide course number and 

title to the best of your knowledge): 
18. Describe the language teaching approach used in your program (For example. 

Communicative Language Teaching: students interact in real-life contexts; 
Task/Project-Based Teaching: students use the language to complete projects such as 
creating a website or a play; Literacy-Based Approach to Teaching: students read, 
write about, and discuss texts and how language is used to create meaning within the 
text’s sociocultural/historical context; Grammar Translation: students focus on 
translating texts and learning grammatical rules and vocabulary lists; Other: ______) 

 
PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT 

19. Who do you talk to when you need advice about teaching? (Ranking: Language 
Program Director; Director of Graduate Studies; Director of Undergraduate Studies; 
A Faculty Member; A peer/colleague; Other: ______) 

20. Who do you talk to when you need advice about research and the classes you are 
taking? (Ranking: Language Program Director; Director of Graduate Studies; 
Director of Undergraduate Studies; A Faculty Member; A peer/colleague; Other: 
______) 

21. To your knowledge, which of the following are available to you? (Available; Not 
available; Unsure) 

a. Coursework 
i. Teaching methods course 
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ii. Additional pedagogy or language classes 
b. Workshops 

i. Pre-service workshops or Fall orientation  
ii. Workshops/Webinars organized by your textbook’s publisher 

iii. Workshops or a colloquium series organized by your program or 
department 

iv. Workshops organized by the university 
v. Technology workshops organized by the university 

c. Professional memberships, organizations, journals, and other resources 
i. Local, regional, national, or international conferences about language 

teaching and learning  
ii. Listservs or email distribution lists about language teaching and 

learning 
iii. Scholarly journals and articles about language teaching and learning 
iv. Membership in professional organizations related to language teaching 

and learning (such as ACTFL, CALICO, MLA, etc.) 
d. Observations 

i. Teaching observations of peers 
ii. Teaching observations by peers 

iii. Teaching observation by a supervisor or high-ranking TA  
iv. Teaching observations by other faculty 
v. Videotaped teaching observation 

vi. Follow-up meetings to discuss teaching observations  
e. Other 

i. End-of-semester/term student evaluations 
22. On average, how often have you used each of the following? (Never; Rarely; Yearly; 

Once a semester; Monthly; Weekly; Daily; Not applicable)  
a. Coursework 

ii. Teaching methods course 
iii. Additional pedagogy or language classes 

b. Workshops 
iv. Pre-service workshops or Fall orientation  
v. Workshops/Webinars organized by your textbook’s publisher 

vi. Workshops or a colloquium series organized by your program or 
department 

vii. Workshops organized by the university 
viii. Technology workshops organized by the university 

c. Professional memberships, organizations, journals and other resources 
ix. Local, regional, national, or international conferences about language 

teaching and learning  
x. Listservs or email distribution lists about language teaching and 

learning 
xi. Scholarly journals and articles about teaching language teaching and 

learning 
xii. Membership in professional organizations related to language teaching 

and learning (such as ACTFL, CALICO, MLA, etc.) 
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d. Observations 
xiii. Teaching observations of peers 
xiv. Teaching observations by peers 
xv. Teaching observation by a supervisor or high-ranking TA  

xvi. Teaching observations by other faculty 
xvii. Videotaped teaching observation 

xviii. Follow-up meetings to discuss teaching observations  
e. Other 

xix. End-of-semester/term student evaluations 
23. Rate the helpfulness of each of the following to your professional development as a 

teacher on a scale of 1 to 5. (1=Not at all helpful; 5= Extremely helpful; Not 
Applicable) 

a. Coursework 
i. Teaching methods course 

ii. Additional pedagogy or language classes 
b. Workshops 

iii. Pre-service workshops or Fall orientation  
iv. Workshops/Webinars organized by your textbook’s publisher 
v. Workshops or a colloquium series organized by your program or 

department 
vi. Workshops organized by the university 

vii. Technology workshops organized by the university 
c. Professional memberships, conferences, journals, and other resources 

viii. Local, regional, national, or international conferences about language 
teaching and learning  

ix. Listservs or email distribution lists about language teaching and 
learning 

x. Scholarly journals and articles about teaching language teaching and 
learning 

xi. Membership in professional organizations related to language teaching 
and learning (such as ACTFL, CALICO, MLA, etc.) 

d. Observations 
xii. Teaching observations of peers 

xiii. Teaching observations by peers 
xiv. Teaching observation by a supervisor or high-ranking TA  
xv. Teaching observations by other faculty 

xvi. Videotaped teaching observation 
xvii. Follow-up meetings to discuss teaching observations  

e. Other 
xviii. End-of-semester/term student evaluations 

24. What did you find particularly useful about each of the following? If you selected that 
something was available but you never/seldom took advantage of it, please explain 
why. 

a. Coursework 
i. Teaching methods course 

ii. Additional pedagogy or language classes 
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b. Workshops 
iii. Pre-service workshops or Fall orientation  
iv. Workshops/Webinars organized by your textbook’s publisher 
v. Workshops or a colloquium series organized by your program or 

department 
vi. Other workshops organized by the university 

vii. Technology workshops organized by the university 
c. Professional memberships, conferences, journals, and other resources 

viii. Local, regional, national, or international conferences about language 
teaching and learning  

ix. Listservs or email distribution lists about language teaching and 
learning 

x. Scholarly journals and articles about teaching language teaching and 
learning 

xi. Membership in professional organizations related to language teaching 
and learning (such as ACTFL, CALICO, MLA, etc.) 

d. Observations 
xii. Teaching observations of peers 

xiii. Teaching observations by peers 
xiv. Teaching observation by a supervisor or high-ranking TA  
xv. Teaching observations by other faculty 

xvi. Videotaped teaching observation 
xvii. Follow-up meetings to discuss teaching observations  

e. Other 
xviii. End-of-semester/term student evaluations 

25. How are the following activities regarded in your program/department? (Required; 
Optional; Encouraged; Discouraged; Unsure, Not applicable) 

a. Coursework 
i. Teaching methods course 

ii. Additional pedagogy or language classes 
b. Workshops 

iii. Pre-service workshops or Fall orientation  
iv. Workshops/Webinars organized by your textbook’s publisher 
v. Workshops or a colloquium series organized by your program or 

department 
vi. Workshops organized by the university 

vii. Technology workshops organized by the university 
c. Professional memberships, conferences, journals, and other resources 

viii. Local, regional, national, or international conferences about language 
teaching and learning  

ix. Listservs or email distribution lists about language teaching and 
learning 

x. Scholarly journals and articles about teaching language teaching and 
learning 

xi. Membership in professional organizations related to language teaching 
and learning (such as ACTFL, CALICO, MLA, etc.) 
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d. Observations 
xii. Teaching observations of peers 

xiii. Teaching observations by peers 
xiv. Teaching observation by a supervisor or high-ranking TA  
xv. Teaching observations by other faculty 

xvi. Videotaped teaching observation 
xvii. Follow-up meetings to discuss teaching observations  

e. Other 
xviii. End-of-semester/term student evaluations 

26. Rate the contribution of each of the following things towards your preparation to 
teach now and in the future on a scale of 1 to 5. (Now: 1=Not at all important; 5= 
Extremely important; Not Sure; Future: 1=Not at all important; 5= Extremely 
important; Not Sure) 

a. Attending conferences about teaching 
b. Presenting papers/posters at conferences about language teaching and learning 
c. Publishing articles about language teaching and learning 
d. Reading current research on language teaching and learning  
e. Assembling a teaching portfolio 
f. Serving on departmental or university committees 
g. Conducting action research in my classroom 
h. Collaborating on conference presentations, articles, or projects about language 

teaching and learning 
i. Collaborating in teaching courses 
j. Taking writing workshops to improve research / writing skills 
k. Being a member of professional organizations about language teaching and 

learning 
27. Select the activities that you have done at least once. 

a. Attended a conference about teaching 
b. Presented a paper/poster at a conference about language teaching and learning 
c. Published an article about language teaching and learning 
d. Read current research on language teaching and learning  
e. Assembled a teaching portfolio 
f. Served on departmental or university committees 
g. Conducted action research in my classroom 
h. Collaborated on conference presentations, articles, or projects about language 

teaching and learning 
i. Collaborated in teaching courses 
j. Took a writing workshop to improve research / writing skills 
k. Was a member of a professional organization about language teaching and 

learning 
28. What suggestions would you have for enhancing the professional development of 

foreign language teaching assistants so that their current and future teaching needs are 
met? 

29. In your opinion, what should graduate students need to do or know in order to be 
successful teachers? 
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30. Are you available and willing to participate in a follow-up interview? The interview 
will be recorded on Skype and will last for approximately thirty minutes in which you 
will explain in further detail your responses to this questionnaire. If yes, please 
provide your email address here. 
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Appendix B 

1. Does your department offer any ongoing TA professional development sessions? If yes, 

which ones do you remember from the last two years? Do you consider ongoing forms of TA 

professional development effective? Why? Why not? 

2. How seriously do you take the end-of-course student evaluations? Do they influence your 

teaching or your contract renewal? 

3. Do you have any mentoring elements in you program? If yes, can you comment on the 

usefulness of these? 

4. What skills/abilities/knowledge do you think you’ll need in order to be successful in your 

current teaching position? In your future career? 

5. Do you feel you get enough mentoring/ preparation from your department or institution? In 

what areas do you wish you had more mentoring/preparation? 

6. What impact does the quality of teaching have on the renewal of your TAship? 

7. How much does your thinking as a TA reflect other TAs’ opinions in your department? 

8. What would you like to change if you were a coordinator in your language department? What 

would you like to see changed? 

9. How prepared do you feel to teach an advanced class or a content class? What professional 

development opportunities or experiences have prepared you? 

10. What Role does the LPD or DBL or Coordinator serve to you? How could they help you 

more? 

11. Of the opportunities you participated in, which was the most helpful. Please explain. 

12. What was least helpful? 
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Appendix C 

Description of TA Interview Participants 

TA Gender Age 

Years of 
grad school 
completed 

Native 
language/ 
Language 

taught Degree pursued American 
       

 David M 30 3 English/ 
Spanish 

MA/Hispanic 
Linguistics Yes 

       

 Noelia F 32 3 Spanish/ 
Spanish 

PhD/Hispanic 
Linguistics No 

       

 Marina F 27 5 English/ 
Spanish 

PhD/Spanish 
Literature Yes 

       

 Elena F 27 2 English/ 
Spanish 

PhD/SLA 
(Sociolinguistics) Yes 

       

 Cristina F 26 <1 English/ 
Spanish 

MA/Spanish 
Literature Yes 

       

 Alejandro M 24 1 English/ 
Spanish 

MA/Hispanic 
Linguistics Yes 

       

 Ana F 41 5 English/ 
Spanish 

PhD/SLA 
(Language Program 

Direction) 
Yes 

       

 Patricia F 29 4 Spanish/ 
Spanish 

PhD/Hispanic 
Linguistics No 

       

 Paula F 28 5 English/ 
Spanish 

PhD/SLA 
(Pedagogy) Yes 

       

 Gabriela F 47 2 Portuguese/ 
Portuguese PhD/SLA No 

       

 Claudia F 29 6 English/ 
Spanish 

PhD/SLA 
(Linguistics) Yes 

       

 Daniel M 39 >10 
English/ 

Spanish & 
French 

PhD/SLA 
(Pedagogy) Yes 
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 Peter M 29 5 German/ 
German 

PhD/Transcultural 
Studies No 

       

 Sophie F 33 7 English/ 
French 

PhD/SLA 
(Pedagogy) Yes 

       

 Rafael M 34 4 
English/ 

Portuguese 
& Spanish 

PhD/SLA 
(Pedagogy) Yes 

       

 Katarina F 31 3 English/ 
German 

PhD/SLA 
(Psycholinguistics) Yes 

Note. Pseudonyms are used in order to protect the identities of interview participants.  All participants worked at 
public universities. 
 

 
 


