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Prepared by Gilbert A. Jarvis and Elizabeth B. Bernhardt

The Status of Foreign Language Teacher
Educaticn Today

- Stern and Strevens (1983) state thai the experience of the
1983 Georgetown University Roundtable on Languages and
Linguistics: which was dedicated 1o language teacher educa:
tion (LTE), confirmed “that we lack_an established theors of

LTE, that research is sparse: that some major differences of

view persist, and that even the main-issues are not vet very
sharply defined” (p. 1. Wing (1984, likewise. cites evidence
that in the past 20 years the profession has iended io depend on
consensual support rather than research results in the area of
teacher competence and effectiveness. Jurvis (1983} has also
argued that the knowledge that teachers pass on from genera-
tion (o generation is largely “crafi” knowledge {that which has

been learned Fy trial-and-emror experience) rather than re-
search knowledge. Stem (1983} concludes ihat “language
teachers—probably more than other professionals—find 1:at
they. are constantly bombarded from all sides with a surfeit of

information: prescriptions. directions. advice. suggestions,
innovations; research resuits. and what purports to be scientif-
ic evidence....It is difficult to find one’s way through this
maze” (p. 3.

t@’mﬁfv’ﬁéﬁii of Foreign Language Teacher
Education Programs

Alihough foreign language teaching theories and techniques

have changed significantly over the past 20 vears. the prepara-

tioh of foreign language teachers. in the mid-1980s has a
remarkable resemblance to that of the mid-1960s. The profes-
sion continues to view programs as being composed of subject-
matter content. general education requirements. and special-
ized education content.

- Subject-Mauter Content. Although it is difficult 10 general-
ize, it appears that the subject-matter component has changed
relatively litile. There is greater recogrition of the need for
more courses for developing language proficiency (speaking
and listening ability as well as reading and writing ability) and
more culture courses. as well as for experience in a targei
culture; yet; the small number of studenits majoring in foreign
Janguage education at any institution frequently have limited

course offerings. Likewise; most college language de-
partments are staffed by faculty who see themselves as literary
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scholars (and teaching literatire has far more prestige than

tea: hing language). The net result is content courses that are
neither rnore nor less appropriate than those of the past. --
General Education Requirements. This component ustalls

consists of instruction in educational psychology . philusoplis
of education, and general methods: and often includes mure
field experience than in the past. The experience may begin as
early_as the freshman vear and may be a part of all the
education courses requived of a student. The maijor benefits of
experience in schools early in the college career are that
students have a greater opportunity 1o interrelate theors and

practice and that they are better able to make an early commit-
ment (o being teachers {or to select an alternaie. career).

- Specialized Education Content. One of the most pronuising
developments in teacher education is that more institutions—

particularly larger ones—offer specialized methods courses

than in the past: Likewise: practiciim experiences such as
student teaching are now more frequenitly siipervised Ly lan-
guage educaiion specialists: A disproportionately large num-

ber of these specialists are, however. products (although not
necessarily adherents) of the audiolingual era: which made
anequivocal prescriptions about how fo teach effectively. The
legacy_of that era,- therefore, still lives to some extent via
teacher education at a time when the emphasis on communica-
tion in the foreign language has supplanted controlled drills
and habit-formation psychology. __ . .

In small colleges; teacher education responsibilities are
sometimes assigned to a faculty member in a language depart-
merit who may rot have specific expertise in the sccond lan-
guage teaching-learning process: instead. he or she may mere-
ly have taught in_a secondary school at some time or mas
simply have indicated an interest in teaching. As laudable as

interest, intuition, and even good intentions are. one cannot
really consider this pattern of teacher education to be con-
sistent with what we know about successful teacher education:
(Nor cani one endorse assigning the responsibility 10 generalist
education faculty.)

Similarity to Teacher Education in Other Sub-
Ject Areas

Legislatively and politically: foreign language ieacher
education shares many of the same characteristics and prob-
lems of other teacher education areas. Pedagugical
kiiowledge—the knowledge a teacher needs in order to make
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informed decixions—is uliimately defined by state legislators,
rather than by professional ediicators. Many states; operating
under a “program-approval™ concepi in which colleges and
universities must spell out how required coinpetencies are
developed in theis programs; hase been considering various
types of competency testing. According to Gallowar s (1981
survey, however. only ihree states had implemented
competency-assessinent ceriification by 1981 The major

frustration continises 1o be the uestion of what 1o assess. Past
efforts have focused on relatively low-level subject-maiter
knowledge; which is easy to nicasiire biit not closel v related to
most definitions of teaching success. Finally. like other educa-
tors, language teachers continue to lack special training in the
use of high technology, in dealing with handicapped students,
and in the special needs of middle school teaching.

- Competency 1o teiich a foreign language differs i ohe
fundamental way from most other subject areas. A science or

history teacher; for example, can compensate for knowledge
deficiencies through several hours of research. A foreign lan-
Ruage teacher, however; can do little within. a shori-time 1o
change inaccuraie pronunciation. Likewise. the teacher in a
communication-oriented clessroom has to be able w make
statements and comments that he or she has not had the

opportunity to plan, research, or rehearse. Thus. subject-
matter (i.e.. language) competence, which has always beenan

iiﬁﬁbi’idﬁi;liiﬁé-l:énge,,caﬁiidéialiéh in foreign léﬁéﬁﬁéé
teacher -education becomes.even more important as com-

municative proficiency becomes the primary goal of most
language programs.

i;;pro'vi'né Teacher Education

There are hopeful signs thai teacher education can improve.
Recent anticles have noted a shift in perspective from_the
concept of teacher “iraining” 1o teacher “development”
(Lange, 1983; Wing, 1984). Lange's model conceptualizes
teacher training as a process. that begins in the preservice
period and continues throughout the inservice stage. Impor-
tant components within his teacher training model are: (a)
methods of teacher seleciion and self-selection; (b) general

teacher education within the humanities and liberal arts tradi-
tions, (c) teachers’ language proficiency and cultural knowl-
edge, (d) teachers’ awareness of the language learning process,

and (e) the interdependent relationship of teachers and siu-
dents within the language learning process. Lénge coniends
that the well-irained teacher is one wha is continuously in the
process of becoming, one who undersiands the nature of the

teaching-leaming process and who has real input into this

process. Acknowledging issiiés of teachers’ accountability,
Lange supports periodic recertification, reaffirming the notion

that teacher training never results in & finished product.

In like manner, Wing (1984) contends that the product
model of teacher training i.e.; a specific set of college courses
produces a teacher) is no longer viable. Although she coiicedes
that teachers need basic methodological and management
skills. she argues.vigorously for “competence beyond the
classroom” that fosters thie development of eachers over lime
and, as a result, growth for.the entire profession. To this end.

Wing recommends training foreign language teachers in self-
assessment.

Grittner (1981) has argued for a mechanism for teacher
training that establishes high standards in order 1o attract
talented and commitied teachers: For program approval he
recommends standards that require: (a) competericy in the use
of the 1arget language, (bj skills in language analysis, (c) the
knowledge and skills necessary 1o teach the culture of the
target language; using the language as the primary in-
structions! vehicle, (d) the abilities necessary 1o plan and
implemeni foreign language instruction, (e) professional
awareness and responsibility; and (f) knowledge in and the
ability to draw from other areas related to the teaching of
foreign languages (e.g., leaming to work with students whose
native language is not English or wiih siudents who are visually
or aurally handicapped). These six competency. areas
represent much of the profession's thinking. The practical
problem now is how to fit the components necessary for de-
veloping these competencies into a traditional four-year pre-
service program.

- Most language teachers see the .szives as differeni from
teachers of othier siibjecis. They recognize that many genera!
teaching strategies (e. g. , the lecture) have little application. or
require substantial modification, for use in a foreign language

class. Thus; a iéﬁaéhg)g toward isolationism can be detected iip
foreign language education it general and foreign language

teacher education in particular: The result is—for better or
worse—that relevant teacher education developments outside

the language eduication field are implemented slowly if at all,
with a tendency 1o follow inbred trends. The challenge is
clearly to develop the unique knowledge base that can lead o

more eniightened preparation of language teachers.
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