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Arizona State University has developed a seminar to

train foreign. graduate students as teaching assistants. The course
meets for three hours once a-week, and focuses on three content or
skill areas: language improvement, cultural issues, and teaching,
‘strategies. Each student must prepare.at least four microteachir.g
presentations to be videotaped and evaluated by the-tudents,
instructor, and outside experts. The program centralizes information
and skill training for this group, but is intended only to enhance
and not replace departmental training. It emphasxzes small group work
and beénefits from interdepartmental cooperation. The program's major
limitation is the lack of followup from the seminar. Hhile
cbservation of the trainees would be valuable for teacher
certification and program improvement, it would also take
considerable time: An additional drawback is that the seminar does
not carry credit, but must be taken in addition to a full-time
graduate program and any other student work. The seminar has been
found to be effective in improving oral communication and teaching
skills among international teaching aaszstants, thereby contributing
to improved teach:ng. (MSE>
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The purpose of this paper is to describe briefly the
history, purpose, training design, strengths, and limitations of
the international teaching assistant training seminar at Arizona
State University.

History

The International Teaching Assistant (ITA) Training Seminar
began in Fall, 1981 as a joint effort of the University Program
for Faculty Development (UPFD), the ASU Department of
Communication, and the then English Skills Projram (now American
Language and Culture Program--ALCP). The training program was
requested by the Departments of Mathematics, Physics and
Engineering which had a high concentration of international
teaching assistants (ITAs) and had received complaints from
American students about the poor language and communication
skills of ITAs.

In 1985, ALCP conducted a survey of 28 institutions seéking
information on ITA idsting and training programs across the
country. Basaed on the informat%on from the survey, evaluation of
our training seminars, and ideas gained from a National
Association of Foreign Students Affairs (NAFSA) seminar on ITA
training, major changes in the ITA testing and training program

were proposed at ASU.




' In August 1985, ASU adopted a policy on ITA testing and
training which mandates all international TA applicants to
achieve a certain score on the Test of Spoken English (TSE) or
SPEAK test before assuming teaching responsibilities. Provisions
are made for those whose scores are close to certification to
enroll in the ITA Training Seminar (ITATS). The ITATS helped
those students to improve their communication and teaching skills

and thereby achieve full or 1imited certification to teach at

ASU. Since 1985, the ITA Training Seminar has been conducted by

the American Language and Culture Program and is funded by the
Office cf the Vice President for Academic Affairs. This
centralized funding has provided stability to the overall

prograti.

Purpose of the Training Seminar

The purpose of the ITA Training Seminar is to improve the
spoken English skills and teaching effectiveness of international
teaching <ascistants. The seminar addresses three issues:
(1) language improvement, (2) .cultural issues as they pertain to
education, and (3) teaching strategies. The ITA Training Seninar
does not replace departmental TA training, but rather is designed
to address the special needs of international students whose
expectations of themselves as instructors may differ from the

expectations of the American students they teach.
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Training Design

The ITA Training Seminar is open to any graduate student who
has an assistantship pending and who has scored between 190 and
225--on the Test of Spoken English (TSE) before coming to the
United States or the SPEAK test upon arrival at ASU. The seminar
meets for three hours each week. As indicated ‘earlier, the
seminar includes three content/skilis areas: ‘
1. Lénguage improvement--the focus is on pronunciation

and oral communication skills; language improvement is
doiie in small groups in the one-hour weekly tutorials.

2. Cultural issues--the focus is on acculturation and
cultural awareness to increase students' understanding of
cultural values, norms, and: expectations as they pertain to
education and the classroom; this part of the seminar is done
through lecture, discussions, exercises, case studies, role
playing, and readings.

3. Teaching strategies--the focus is on teaching ‘methods,
question-answer techniques, and other pedagogical skills;
this part of the seminar is discussed with the entire seminar
group. .

Each seminar participant is required to prepare at least
four micro-teaching presentations to be videotaped and evaluated

by the students, by the instructor, and/or by outside experts.

Program Strengths

The ITA Training Program at ASU is a model program in many
ways. A major strength is that the program is centralized and
provides needed information and skill training to TA's from many
different countries and from all colleges at the university. The
ITA training seminar is meant to enhance, not replace,

departmental TA training. ALCP does not presume to know the




specifics of teaching physics or art or political science but
rather deals with the problems international students have in
common. A Chinese TA in Chemistry is likely to have more
problems in common with a Chinese TA in psychology than s/he will
have with an American TA in Chemistry:

Another strength of the program is the small group work.
Although the small groups require a 1ot of time both in class and
in preparation for class, we believe the groups are an invaluable
way to work on individual problem areas and to build TA
confidence as well.

Still another strength of the program is the videotaping
that is done throughout the semester. Each TA is taped at least
four times and these tapes are eva!uated by the student, by other

students, by the instructor, by other ESL professionais, and by

representatives of thq TA's department, usually the department

chair or graduate advisor. The value of videotaping gives amnle
meaning to the phrase;'“A picture is worth a thousand words..."
An additional benefit of the ITA Training Program is the
inter-departmental cooparation that has resulted from the regular
contact between department offices and the ALCP. The lines of
communication between ALCP and many of the academic departments

‘have been established and are often utilized.

Program Limitations

The major limitation of the program is the lack of follow-up

for the seminar. 9nce a student completes the program, no one is
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responsible for any follow-up activities: teaching observation,
additional language work, evaluation of 9rogram effectiveness,
and so forth. For instance, of the 33 ITA's to complete the
program in one year, all but two were certified to teach.
Observations of 31 TA's would take a considerable amount of time,
but wouid provide valuable information on past effectiveness and
future improvements that could be made in the program. One
department has, in fact, réequested that ALCP observe seven TA's
who received certification with qualifications over the previous
two _ears This department would like to require full
certification for all TA's in the department. Observing these
TA's now, two years after completing the training, wéuld provide
us with more information on the effectiveness of the ‘training.
.Thevother w;akness is the issue of credit. Since the ITA
Trafn{ng Seminar carries no credit, the students in the program
must take this seminar in addjtion to their full-time graduate

program. Many of them teach or work on campus as well.

Summary

We are pleased with the progress ITA Training Seminar has
made over the last seven years at ASU. The seminar has been very
effective in improving oral communication and teaching skills of
international teaching assistants and thus has made a
contribution to improving undergraduate instruction at ASU. This
paper has described a rase study of an innovative training

program designed to improve effective use of spoken English (as a




second language) by international teaching assistants. In this

sense, ITA Training Seminar adds a new dimension to ESL training.
We hope that this paper will stimulate further research,
discussion and innovation in this relatively néw and exciting

dimension .of ESL.




Bibliography

Althen, G. (1981) Maniual for foreign teaching assistants. Iowa
City, IA: University of lIowa.

Bailey, K.M., Pialorsi, F., & Zutkowski, Faust, J. (Eds.) (1984)
Foreign teaching assistants in U.S. universities.
E::h;ngton, U.C.: " National Association for Foreign Student

B a rs‘

Brown, G. (1978) Lecturing .and explaining. London and New York:
Methuen.

Chism, N.V.H, (Ed.) (1987) Employment and education of teaching
assistants: Readings from a national conference. Golumbus,
OH: Uhio State University Press. i

Chronicle of Higher Education 1983. Florida legislature orders
tests of facuTty members™ £ngTish. July 7:2.

Gullette, M.M. (Ed.) .1982) The art and craft of teaching.
Cambridge, MA: Harvard UnTversity Press. —

Heller, S. (1985) Colleges try tests, training for TAs from
abroad. Chronicle; of Higher Education. September 11:1,32,

Jain,N. C. (1982, March) Intercultural communication
training of foreign teaching assistants: some implications
for becoming intercultural/muTticul tural. Paper presented
at the conference of the Society for Intercultural
Education, Training and Research (SIETAR), Long Beach, CA.

Kinney, D.- and Van Wart, M.R. (in press). Proposal for a
university wide TA orientation program. Readings from a

national cqnferénce. (?) University of Wyoming.

Levine, D.R. and AdeIlman, M.B. (1982)., Beyond language
Englewood Cl1iffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall.

Rounds, P.L. (1988) Characterizing successful classroom discourse
for NNS teaching assistant training in TESOL Quanterly 21,
643-671.

:):




