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ABSTRACT

A substantial concemn in foreign language research is the development of learner-
centered teachers, but the prescriptive means for attaining this educational outcome
remain unclear. Foreign language teaching assistant (TA) development offers a setting
wherein the analysis of instruction becomes formative in nature. This case study of thirty-
seven new foreign language TAs and their three teacher educators from the French,
German, and Spanish language programs at University of Arizona explores the
development process through feedback system factors (e.g., audiotaped interviews and
surveys). This study evaluates the relationship between teacher educators' and novice
TAS' attitudes, perspectives, and pedagogical content knowledge (PCK) regarding
teacher- versus student-centered classroom structures (e.g., demonstrations versus
reflective discussion).

The constant comparative method of qualitative analysis (Glaser and Strauss,
1967) was used to compare expressed attitudes and perspectives. Similar attitudes and
perspectives regarding instructional techniques, power messages, content, and learning
outcomes verify the usefulness of the PCK construct, generate basic properties, illuminate
problems of implementing learner-centered instruction, and indicate fundamental
uniformities of greatest scope. Diverse attitudes and perspectives indicate fundamental
differences between PCK categories and the two cultures' hypotheses, thereby forcing
dense development of the PCK construct, integrating categories and properties, and

delimiting a substantive framework of university foreign language PCK. The goal is to
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clarify the attitudes and perspectives that exist in our attempts to develop learer-centered
language teachers.

Constant comparison revealed that neither culture agreed on a definition of
student-centered instruction, nor shared decision-making with adult learners regarding
preferred instructional methods—an element inherent to leamer-centered or andragogical
processes (Knowles, 1984). This case study aiso indicated that coercive power, a highly
teacher-centered power, continues to predominate in teacher education and language
classrooms. Finally, a teacher's referent power was found as the most influential factor on
learning by adult students in this study, but referent. power remains underaddressed in the
formal development process. Multivariate research designs are needed to explore these

findings with greater precision.



CHAPTER 1

UNIVERSITY FOREIGN LANGUAGE TEACHER DEVELOPMENT

At the University of Arizona (UA) three foreign language departments are housed
on the fifth floor of the Modern Languages building. Within the departments of French
and Italian, German Studies, and Spanish and Portuguese, Graduate Assistants/Associates
in Teaching (GATs, hereafter referred to as TAs) teach the majority of classes in the basic
undergraduate language programs. Each fall, approximately 30 to 40 graduate students
join the three language departments as TAs. Three professors prepare, educate and
supervise the incoming TAs, who commence teaching beginning levels of language and
culture to UA undergraduates. Some of the incoming TAs have prior experience teaching
langﬁage; others have none. During their first semester, all TAs are required by the
institution to complete orientation activities and a development course. The TA
development programs are distinct and represent the three professors' organizational
cultures. The three professorial cultures share the social system of preparing incoming
TAs and teaching the required development course for a combined length of roughly sixty-
two hours: twenty-four hours for orientation and thirty-eight hours for the development
course. The focus of the orientation course combines administrative issues and practicum,
whereas the development course focuses on SLA theory, issues, techniques or procedures.

The purpose of this dissertation is to identify and systematize the attitudes,

perspectives, and pedagogical content knowledge of two cultures who encounter each
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other in the required social system of orientation and the development course: the new
foreign language TAs and their teacher educators. In general, teacher educators and pre-
or in-service teachers have been described and explained in terms of differential cultures
based on attitudes and perspectives that resuit from two distinctively different social
systems: the classroom and the teacher education classroom (e.g., Ayers, 1992; Holmes
Group, 1986). This study specifies the social systems as the foreign language classroom
and the orientation/development classroom for new foreign language TAs. In the
development classroom, language teacher educators represent a culture that fosters
"constructivist epistemology" and associated pedagogical skills in beginning TAs.

Cognitive scientists today share with Piagetians a constructivist view of learning,
asserting that people are not recorders of information but builders of knowledge

structures. To know something is not just to have received information but also to
have interpreted it and related it to other knowledge (Resnick and Klopfer, 1989,

pp. 3-4).
The constructivist teacher educators' social systems thus help new TAs create new images
of teaching foreign languages and move the profession along the continuum toward

student-centered language teaching.

RATIONALE FOR FEEDBACK SYSTEMS
TAs represent another culture—a silent culture. When TAs join a university's
foreign language faculty, they recognize their teacher educator as their supervisor, and are
thus reluctant to criticize their formal development, fearing economic or career

advancement consequences. This status differential affects TAs, even though the teacher
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educators may not capitalize on it. Despite TA silence, research defines practitioner
culture in terms of preference for the pragmatic as opposed to the theoretical—a
contradiction often manifested by underground complaints that there is no connection
between what professors teach in orientation and the development course and what TAs
actually face in university foreign language classrooms (Welker, 1992). However, to
continue characterizing the two cultures as a dichotomy between theory and practice is
reductive and misleading. Given that the connection between the orientation and the
development course and what TAs actually face in university language classrooms is
context-dependent, and therefore cannot be characterized as métching social systems, we
must explore Aow the knowledge of classroom life acquired in orientation and the
development course helps new TAs with daily decision making and conscious reflection
on professional performance. That is, what characteristics of classroom life do novice
TAs learn from formal development and their teacher educators? In order to truly
understand the TAs' and their teacher educators' cultures, an understanding of their
attitudes, perspectives, and pedagogical content knowledge is pertinent.

Beneath the culture of new foreign language TAs, there is a rationale as coherent
and functional as that which underlies the culture of their teacher educators. By
examining both similarities and differences in the attitudes, perspectives, teaching, and
reflections of professorial supervisors and novice TAs, this study extends the research on
pedagogicél content knowledge. Pedagogical content knowledge has traditionally been

defined as an understanding of sow to represent specific foreign language subject matter
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to learners. Shulman (1987) illustrates pedagogical content knowledge as a process of
effective structuring:

[It includes] for the most regularly taught topics in one's subject area, the most

useful forms of representation of those ideas, the most powerful analogies,

illustrations, examples, explanations, and demonstrations—in a word, the ways of
representing the subject that make it comprehensible to others...[It] also includes
an understanding of what makes the leaming of specific topics easy or difficult:
the conceptions and preconceptions that students of different ages and

backgrounds bring with them to learning (Shulman, 1987, p. 9).

In this study, a primary objective is to define pedagogical content knowledge in
broader terms, and specifically within the context of second and foreign language
acquisition and teaching. The pedagogical content knowledge of contemporary foreign
language teacher educator culture is largely embodied by the cognitive research conducted
by second/foreign language educators in recent years (e.g., Omaggio, 1986; Savignon,
1983; Savignon and Bems, 1983; Rivers 1992c; Canale and Swain, 1980a; Bialystok,
1981; Altman and James, 1980; Felder and Henriques, 1995; O'Malley and Chamot, 1990;
Cohen, 1990; Magnan, 1990; Seliger and Long, 1983; Ehrman and Oxford, 1990a, 1990b,
1991, 1995; Oxford, 1990; Oxford and Crookall, 1989; Oxford and Nyikos, 1989; Nyikos
and Oxford, 1993). The cognitive research promotes "student-centered” pedagogical
content knowledge. By student-centered language classrooms, cognitivists mean 1)
curricular structures such as a balance between content and process; 2) instructional
strategies that reflect multiple approaches; and 3) environmental features such as

cooperatively-structured classrooms. Cognitivists promote the educational shift to

language student-centered structures in order to decentralize decision making and make
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learners more responsible for their own learning. Yet teacher-centered instruction
predominates in UA's foreign language classrooms.

In attempts to discover why teacher-centered social systems predominate in
university foreign language classrooms, this study identifies and systematizes
developmental process features that cognitivist researchers have neglected to see as
contributors to behavior pattems of foreign language TAs. Cognitive research has
omitted the nature of the relationship between supervisory cultural variables and social
systems to the culture and social system of novice TAs. Cognitive research has also
omitted the historicity and politics of social interactions, e.g., the dominant culture in
American education promotes curricular codes that demand teacher-centered models of
learning languages. The extent of such omissions is surprising when we consider the
potential impact of the language teacher educator in the attainment of student-centered
theory.

Under study are three formal aspects of UA's required developmental social system
for new foreign language TAs: pre-service orientation, in-service classrootﬁ teaching, and
the development course. There is, of course, another component: informal development
(consisting of the education TAs receive outside of the three formal components, e.g.,
ideas from colleagues or coordination meetings). In this study, only the three formal
components will serve as the content to be evaluated. Researchers have shown the
informal component to be the most impactful component, as experienced teachers

attribute most their teaching success to informal meetings with their colleagues (Serna,



19
1990). Does that imply that the formal components of orientation and the development
course are gratuitou.s? This study attempts to answer that question through examination
of the attitudes, perspectives, and pedagogical content knowledge identified in the
literature and that emerge from my interaction with novice TAs and their educators.

The relationship betweén attitudes, perspectives, and pedagogical content
knowledge with regard to the formal foreign language TA development system is a highly
multidirectional and interactive one, and can be demonstrated. For example, a TA who
views his or her preparation as inadequate in student-centered language teaching
structures (perspective) could consequently develop a dislike for student-centered
language teaching (attitude). The result might be a teacher with "a management view of
the classroom, where attention is focused primarily on social control and on maintenance
of teacher authority" (Lafayette, 1993, p. 127) as opposed to the student-centered teacher
promoted by the most recent methodologies in second/foreign language acquisition. This
strong, and yet non-directional interrelationship of attitudes, perspectives, and classroom
structuring inspires the need for an investigation of pedagogical content knowledge taught
in foreign language teacher development programs, and also the processes by which that
knowledge is taught and learned. Toward that goal, this study takes an attitude and
perspective measurement of the alternative pedagogies of teacher- and student-centered
instruction within the foreign language and teacher education classrooms, which up until

now has been slighted.
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As a process evaluation, this dissertation analyzes and documents what foreign
language teacher educators and new TAs hold as pedagogical content knowledge.
Differences were anticipated in the pedagogical reasoning skills of the new TAs and their
educators. Both the differences and similarities in pedagogical reasoning skills between
the two cultures give rise to a substantive theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967) of university
foreign language pedagogical content knowledge. A substantive theory is based on joint
collection, coding, and analysis of data; it is essentially multidimensional and
intersubjective. It is person specific and circumstantial, and encompasses the attitudes and
perspectives that may be required to be an effective or outstanding teacher educator or
teacher of foreign languages, something difficult or impossible to teach in a
straightforward way, but rather must be conveyed through feedback systems.

The feedback systems of this dissertation provide a medium for a discussion to be
held between novice TAs and their educators wherein the goal is to éséertain the
pedagogical content knowledge taught and learned, and thus shape meaningful
improvement in the development of foreign language TAs. This teacher research gives
voice to TAs, allows them to communicate their knowledge to other practitioners and
their educators, and helps them improve their practice. The conception of this dissertation
implies a different process, i.e., giving the power of research to the practitioners, both TAs

and their professors, through effective feedback systems.
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Research Design: Feedback System Factors

As the principle investigator and participant observer in this study, I provided the
feedback systems through which TAs and professors interacted indirectly (Figure 1.1).
Rea-Dickins and Germaine (1992) expanded the use of feedback systems in language
teacher development so that language educators see that the concept and practice of
evaluation is not limited to merely testing students' language abilities, or in the case of
novice TAs, methodological skills. Feedback systems take us right into both the L2 and
TA development classrooms in order to evaluate what actually happens in those
classrooms, as opposed to examining what outsiders or teachers think happens. The
trajectory of the feedback systems take us right into orientation, the L2 and development
classrooms to describe, analyze, and interpret what actually occurs when teaching and

learning an L2 or L2 pedagogy take place.
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Figure 1.1
Feedback System Factors for The Three Formal Curricular Components of

UA Foreign Language TA Development

Pre-senvice Orientation |——>|Classroom Instruction

Feedback System Factors

Video Project
Interviews
Poster Forum
ews .
Classroom Observations
Interviews

Surveys
Questionnaires

In-Senvice Development Course

In keeping with the cooperatively structured environment promoted by the leamer-
centered paradigm in educational research, the professors and TAs are co-investigators in
this study, as is the reader. This study provided the TAs with feedback opportunities to
critique their development process anonymously. Similarly, the professors were provided
with feedback systems because their experiences as supervisors of foreign language TA
preparation and development are invaluable for building the foreign language pedagogical

content knowledge base. In addition, they were able to monitor, adjust or change their
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policies as necessary from the monthly process evaluations—something a mere end-of-
semester summative evaluation does not afford. Thus TAs and teacher educators
integrated evaluation, innovation, and development in joint research. Both sides gave their
views on formal TA development processes, serving the interests of both parties in the
development event. In this respect, the effects of the feedback systems are less researcher-
centered and more likely to contribute to both TA and teacher educator knowledge needs.

Each feedback system relied on two factors: a developmental process (e.g.,
classroom instruction), and evaluation (through observations, interviews or surveys). The
effect of the feedback system factors was an accurate reflection of the lived experience of
the formal foreign language TA development system at UA, i.e., a microethnography. The
feedback system evaluations established TA and teacher educator reasonings for teacher-
and student-centered instruction, thereby establishing participant knowledge of the
properties of teacher- and student-centered instruction in university language classrooms
and teacher education, i.e., a substantive theory of foreign language pedagogical content

knowledge.

Analytical Procedures: Constant Comparison

Data was analyzed using the constant comparative method of qualitative analysis