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PROBLEMS ENCOUNTERED IN TEACHER TRAINING SESSIONS FOR TEACHER TRAINING PROGRAMS

F. OZDEN EKMEKCI

Introduction

Since English Language Teaching (ELT) Departments in Turkey aim at training teachers of English, the courses offered are geared towards this purpose. With the establishment of the Council of Higher Education, the ELT curriculum has been prescribed for each University. Recently, however, there has been a tendency to make some modifications in the ELT curriculum, but these modifications seem to be based on the expertise of the professors in these teacher-training programs rather than the needs of the students.  Such differences between the suggested and the applied courses can be observed in other countries around the world. Robert B. Nolan (in Bowen, Madsen and Hilferty 1985:53) indicates the recommended areas of TESL Teacher Training Programs by 22 TESL experts in the United States (see Table I).

Table I​​

_______________________________________________________________

RECOMMENDED AREA OF TEFL TEACHER TRAINING

_________________________________________________________________

ESL METHODS
22

LINGUISTICS
17

ESL MATERIALS & CURRICULUM
16



GRAMMAR/STRUCTURE OF ENGLISH
14

PRACTICE TEACHING
12

TESTING & EVALUATION 
11

CROSS CULTURAL COMMUNICATION
10

INTRODUCTION TO LANGUAGE
7 

PHONOLOGY/SOUND SYSTEM
7

FOREIGN LANGUAGE EXPERIENCE
4

PSYCHOLOGY OF LEARNING 
4

TEACHING READING
4

HUMAN RELATIONS AND COUNSELING
3

SEMINAR IN SPECIAL PROBLEMS
1

                                                    ___________________

                                           
TOTAL NUMBER 22

_________________________________________________________________

Source: Robert B. Nolan in TESOL: Techniques and Procedures by D. Bowen, H. Madsen and A. Hilferty, Newbury, 1985: 53

_________________________________________________________________


There seems to be unanimous agreement on the inclusion of ESL methods into teacher training programs. Linguistics, being the next favored area, is recommended by 17 experts, and ESL Materials and Curriculum takes the third place by the vote of 16 experts. Grammar/Structure of English is emphasized by 14 and Practice Teaching is indicated by 12 experts. Testing and Evaluation is cited by 11 and Cross-Cultural Communication by 10 of the experts.


Areas that are recommended by one third or less of the experts are Introduction to Language, Phonology, Foreign Language Experience, Psychology of Learning, Teaching Reading, and Human Relations and Counselling.

           In observing the survey made by Blatchard (in Bowen, Madsen & Hilferty 1985:53) on TESL major requirements at 44 universities in the United States and Canada, we see that what is recommended does not coincide with what is required (see Table II). 

TABLE II

_________________________________________________________________

FREQUENCIES OF TESL MAJOR REQUIREMENTS AT UNITED STATES AND CANADIAN UNIVERSITIES

                                     (44 universities surveyed)

_________________________________________________________________

INTRODUCTION TO LINGUISTICS
40

GRAMMAR
32

PHONOLOGY
29

TESL/TEFL MATERIALS AND CURR.
25

PSYCHOLINGUISTICS
19

BILINGUAL EDUCATION
13

TEFL/TESL METHODS
10

STUDENT TEACHING
7

SOCIOLINGUISTICS
7

LITERATURE
6

INTERCULTURAL COMMUNICATION
6

FOREIGN LANGUAGE EXPERIENCE
6

HISTORY OF ENGLISH LANGUAGE
6

LANGUAGE TESTING AND EVALUATION 
5

SEMINAR/SPECIAL PROBLEMS
1

_________________________________________________________________

Source: Blatchard, Charles in TESOL: Techniques and Procedures by D. Bowen, H. Madsen and A. Hilferty. Newbury, 1985: 54.

_________________________________________________________________

While linguistics is the major requirement in 40 of these universities, a TEFL methods course is required by only 10 of the universities.  The courses recommended by individual scholars do not seem to be included in the TEFL curriculum at universities. While literature is not cited at all by the 22 experts, it is considered a major requirement by 6 of the universities. Thus, there does not seem to be consistency between what is advised and what is applied. 

In Turkey a similar problem exists within the English Language Teaching Programs. Although these programs aim at training teachers of English, not enough emphasis is put on the methodological aspect of language teaching.  The practice sessions that are supposed to be the main focus of the program are being conducted just to fulfil a requirement and not much attention is paid to the application of the practicum. Thus, student teachers are confronted with some problems during these practice sessions. 

The aim of this paper is to discuss the teacher training program in the English Language Teaching Department at Çukurova University and to cite some of the problems indicated by the students in response to a questionnaire given to them upon their completion of their practice session for the 1989-90 academic year. In giving an account of the interaction between the university students and the high school students an attempt is made to distinguish the two types by referring to those in teacher trainee position as “students” and calling the ones studying at high schools “pupils.” 

The final section of the paper reflects some of the suggestions offered in refining and facilitating the teacher training procedures in ELT programs. 

Teacher Training Program at Cukurova University

At Çukurova University, although the Methodology course has been offered since 1983, there have been several modifications made as to the duration of the course and the distribution of the time allotted for practice teaching. From 1983 to 1988, Methodology course was offered in the first semester of the fourth year and the second semester. The students were sent to public high schools to do practice teaching. Since 1988 the duration of the methodology course has been extended to two semesters and the practice teaching is conducted in the last semester together with the second semester of the Methodology course. 

The application of the practice session seems to be very difficult because all the public schools do not have English classes on the same day of the week. Thus, the days allotted to the students for practice teaching do not seem to suit the schedule set for English classes at high schools.  While some students have plenty of experience in one school, others do not have any at all.

In the academic year of 1989-90 students did practice teaching for the duration of a two-week period so that all of them would get sufficient benefit.  However, since this time was not distributed to a month or even a semester, students found the two-week period too short to observe classroom teachers teach and find time to teach as well.

 Problems Encountered by the Students at Practice Sessions

Based on the results of the questionnaire filled out by  the students who graduated in July 1990,  an overall evaluation of the teacher training session held at public high schools for the mentioned year will be roughly reflected in this paper. The issues focused in the questionnaire (see Appendix I) are mainly related to the duration of the practice session, the degree of guidance received by the classroom teacher, the evaluation of the textbooks utilized in these high schools, classroom activities, performance and attitude of the actual classroom teachers, and the benefit of the practice session.     


The duration of the practice session as two weeks was found to be too short by 69 percent of the students; however, 31 percent thought it was long enough. When they were asked to express their opinion about the desired time to be allotted, 38 percent seemed to be pleased with the two-week time and 62 percent offered other alternatives. For instance, 20 percent wanted to go practice teaching two mornings a week for one month and 27 percent wanted to extend the period to a semester and do practice teaching once a week. In the past a similar application had already been tried out, and students who went for practice teaching two mornings a week for one month were not pleased with the application either because in public schools English classes are usually conducted on specific days of the week. As a result of such application, while one school may have English classes all day long, the other school may not have any English classes at all on that particular day. 

Aside from the duration of the teaching sessions, 30 percent of the students complain about the overcrowded classes and twenty-two percent about the undisciplined pupils in these high schools.  Thirteen percent indicate the lack of interest in pupils in these schools. Insufficient guidance of the classroom teacher seems to be the concern of 14 percent of the students and 16 percent think that there are not enough aids to facilitate teaching. 

In relation to teaching aids, 33 percent complain about the lack of visual aids, and 41 percent would like to see the utilization of tape-recorders. In fact, 8 percent express the fact that classrooms are not even equipped with blackboards. 

As for the use of textbooks, 21 percent of the students seem to have observed the pupils having their own textbooks. In other classrooms, this does not seem to be the case. 

When students are asked to evaluate the textbooks on the basis of the skills emphasized, 23 percent claim that all skills are emphasized. These are the students who have gone to Anatolian High Schools where English teaching is more heavily emphasized.  Grammar and reading comprehension are the two main areas that are indicated as being emphasized in great length by an even number of students, the percentage being 27 for each group. This may be due to the fact that in these sessions the teachers may have been dealing with grammar or reading comprehension.  Thus, depending on their observation, students indicate either grammar or reading as the most emphasized area.

When asked to indicate the weaknesses observed in the textbooks utilized, 36 percent of the students find the situations created in the textbooks artificial; 25 percent think that the topics in reading passages are dull and irrelevant; 23 percent complain about the drills being mechanical; and 12 percent bring the issue that there are grammatical and spelling errors within the textbook.

For that very same reason, classroom activities seem to be concentrated more on grammar drills as indicated by 43 percent of the students. Other activities according to the degree of occurrence are reading comprehension (20 %), listening and speaking activities (19 %) and translation (11 %). There seems to be hardly any time allotted for writing activities (4 %).

Among the writing activities, writing answers to comprehension questions and/or grammar drills seems to be the most favored activity as observed by 46 percent of the students. Only 12 percent have observed the pupils writing paragraphs. This is again observed mostly by students who have been to Anatolian High Schools.

As for the pace of the teacher, while 37 percent find it well adjusted, 35 percent complain about the pace being fast.  

The interaction in the classroom seems to be mostly between the teacher and the pupils as observed by 89 percent of the students.  However, 11 percent have indicated the existence of student-student interaction.

When the technique of posing reading comprehension questions is brought up, 72 percent of the students reflect the fact that the answers to the questions formulated by the teacher could easily be found in the passage.  On the other hand, 27 percent seem to have also observed the teachers asking questions on the same topic introduced in the reading passage but based on pupils' experience. The type of questions related to grammar activities seems to be mechanical, as expressed by 76 percent of the students.  Only 24 percent indicate the utilization of questions based on pupils' experience.

As for the teachers' knowledge of English, 8 percent of the students have evaluated their classroom teachers as excellent, 45 percent as good, 29 percent as average, and 3 percent as poor. This type of evaluation may not give us a very good picture. Both the evaluation and the knowledge of English of these students need to be compared before making any further judgements. 

Students' observation on how teachers handle pupils' errors is of the same kind. One has to be sure that students themselves catch all the errors. However, according to the questionnaire, 49 percent of the students think that teachers correct errors of frequent occurrence. Thus, 63 percent of the time the teacher does the correction. In fact, 11 percent have seen the teacher scolding the pupils for their errors. However, 24 percent of the students have observed the instance of self-correction.

When students are asked to indicate the degree of utilization of the knowledge they have gained in their methodology courses, 55 percent indicate that they have applied most of what they have learned in class; 39 percent seem to apply only some of it.  6 percent, however, have found very little opportunity to apply what they have learned. These are the ones who seem to be teaching to very crowded classes where the pupils' level of English is very low as compared to the level expected of them.  Another reason  indicated by 15 percent of the students for not being able to utilize any new techniques in these sessions is that they have been discouraged by the classroom teacher. 

In spite of all the drawbacks of these practice sessions, 51 percent seem to have gained a great deal during the practice session. On the other hand, 49 percent think that they have not gained much. While 33 percent of the students were positively and 17 percent negatively affected by the sessions, half of the students did not seem to be affected at all.  In other words, these sessions have not changed their minds as to becoming a teacher or giving up the idea of becoming a teacher.

As for the guidance received from the supervisors, 87 percent think that they have received great or at least enough guidance from the supervisor. Only 13 percent think that they have not received much. This may be due to the fact that the teachers or teaching assistants who were assigned to supervise had either classes to teach or courses to take on certain days of the week. Thus, they were not able to free themselves for the duration of two weeks to carry out complete supervision.

Suggestions for Training and Supervising Teachers of English

In designing a teacher training program, one has to take into consideration the assumptions underlying the learning, teaching and supervision processes. Learning as defined by Reznich (1985:25) is a "purposeful activity that occurs everyday among people everywhere." It involves the individual who is engaged in learning, the language and/or the information to be learned, and the process of learning. The learning process can be in various forms such as generalization; instruction and demonstration; observation and practice; analysis; and trial and error based on intuition and/or previously acquired knowledge.

Teaching may take place in two diverse forms depending on the approach adopted by the teacher.  One approach to teaching is to assign the learners the observant role so that they would only watch the process realized by the teacher.  In the other approach, the teacher involves the learners in the process and provides them with opportunities to make generalizations and analyses, or to use their intuition in deciding what action to take to actualize the process. 

In the first approach, the assumption is that the teacher is the expert and therefore, he or she has to explain everything to the learners. For that very reason, teaching becomes a one-way process where knowledge or information is transferred to the learners without giving them any opportunity to question, to reason, or to make any intelligent guesses. The idea is that the learners have to listen to the teacher and perform what is required of them. 

In the second approach, however, the assumption is that the learners are equipped with some knowledge and skills that will facilitate the learning process if the teacher gives sufficient guidance. Moreover, there are always some ideas that learners would like to share among themselves by asking one another.  In such a procedure, both teaching and learning become a two-way process. Consequently, learners try to figure out what they know that can be transferred to other learners. At the same time, they try to discover what other information they need in accomplishing the learning process. As soon as they discover the lacking information, they try to obtain it from either the teacher or the other learners in the group by means of inquiry. Thus, the roles of the teacher and the learner can be reversed. The teacher also has to pay attention to the students' reactions in order to meet needs expressed orally by them.

Supervising is essential in training people to become professional teachers. A supervisor, as a person involved in the teacher training task, needs to undertake certain responsibilities such as the actual teacher training, the observation of the student teacher in the classroom, the individual consultation with this individual and the evaluation of the his or her performance in class.  Thus, the supervisor has the role of a trainer, an observer, a communicator, an evaluator, and an administrator as discussed in detail by Reznich (1985).

Depending on the two major approaches, traditional as opposed to innovative, the supervisor may conduct his or her task in two different directions.  In accordance with the traditional approach, the trainer feels that he or she knows the proper way to teach and that a person may not become a good teacher if he or she does not follow the same procedure. Thus student teachers that perform according to the standards set by the supervisor are considered successful. If the supervisor accepts the second approach, in other terms, the innovative approach, he or she would be aware of the fact that there is not one way that leads the teacher to best teaching. There are a variety of ways that can be applied depending on several factors: the students, the teacher, the textbook utilized and the environment the learning takes place. In accordance with this innovative approach, the supervisor guides the student teachers to develop their own way of teaching rather than prescribing the process of teaching for them. Thus, student teachers become responsible for their own development. Moreover, the supervisor, instead of putting himself or herself into the position where he or she has the power of judgement over the student teachers, works with them as an expert observer. Consequently, the supervisor, instead of giving strict instructions on how to teach, is engaged in a professional dialogue with student teachers and plays the role as a communicator.

As an observer, the supervisor conducts a pre-observation conference in order to prepare and guide the teachers in their teaching sessions.  On scheduled days, the supervisor visits each teacher in class and during the teaching session taking either mental notes or making recordings of his or her observance on a prepared format. After the classroom observation conference is held between the supervisor and the teacher to discuss the positive and negative points of the teaching session in order to give the teacher some feedback for his or her positive behavior and to discuss some issues that need clarification, development, and /or simplification. This is done simply to help the teacher evaluate his or her performance and develop his or her teaching skills accordingly, and it is never done to criticize or penalize the teacher.

As an evaluator, the supervisor is responsible for assessing the performance of the teachers.  In order to do so, he or she first guides the teachers to evaluate themselves. Two major techniques may be applied for this purpose. One is to provide them with some documents giving information on the behavior of a teacher regarding class management, lesson planning, language teaching (mainly on the use of the language communication with students), and guiding students to express their own personal experience. 


The format of such a document may be 1) a checklist 2) a checklist and scale 3) a narrative statement (Table III).

In the checklist, the teacher evaluates himself or herself by deciding whether he or she applies the procedure stated in the list.  If so, he or she puts a check mark indicating the application.  For instance, Anger (1979) has formulated 20 questions for the teachers to find out how well a class they maintain during the teaching session:

1. Do you demonstrate adequate planning and sequencing?

2. Do you use material that is relevant to the students' world and at an appropriate level for the students?

3. Is the aim of your lesson clear to your students?

4. Do you have a clear understanding of the structure so that you will notbe "surprised" by irregular items?

5. Are your directions clear and to the point?

6. Do you keep rules and explanations to a minimum?

7. Are your handouts well prepared and legible?

8. Do you speak naturally, at normal speed?

9. Do you maintain an appropriate pace to keep the class alert and interested?

10. Do you have good rapport with your class?

11. Do you listen to your students and are you aware of student errors, limiting correction to what is necessary and relevant?

12. Do you promote student self-editing?

13. Do you utilize peer correction?

14. Do you encourage them to make "educated guesses"?

15. Do you promote student participation and activity?

16. Do you keep teacher talk to a minimum?

17. Do your students have an opportunity to communicate with each other in real language activities so that the emphasis is not on pattern practice?

18. Is your class arranged for successful communication between students and easy accessibility to the teacher?

19. Can your students do something new linguistically after the class?

20. Would you, as a student, enjoy your own class?

With the checklist and scale format, the trainee teacher does not only evaluate himself or herself on "yes" or "no" bases but also "up to what degree." Therefore, in the scale, expressions like, 'always', 'usually', 'sometimes', 'not often', 'not at all' are used to help the teachers realize to what degree that particular process has been applied. Other sets of possible expressions are 1) 'strong', 'more than adequate', 'adequate', 'for development.' 2) 'Yes, good to excellent'; 'yes, average'; 'adequate'; 'no, needs improvement'; 'not applicable' (see Table IV).

In the narrative form teachers are asked to describe or summarize the situation or the procedure regarding certain components of language. These may be related directly to the content of teaching or to the classroom management (Table III).

Table III    

                                          A NARRATIVE  STATEMENT

_________________________________________________________________

· Describe any problems you faced regarding your students. How did you work with them?

· Summarize the procedures for the activity “Making Coffee.”

_________________________________________________________________

These forms and procedures are indeed to guide the  student teachers to evaluate themselves but may not yield the desired results.

Meaning evaluation occurs beyond the level of forms...

· in the communication among colleagues  committed to professional development

· by emphasis on the goal and practice of self-evaluation

· through shared expectations coupled with open minds and tolerance for the innovator 

Forms and procedures only constitute a point of departure.

                         
(Reznich 1985:161)

The second technique utilized in the evaluation process is that the supervisor asks student teachers to evaluate the importance of their goals and activities by

1. asking them to make a list of activities they  plan to perform in class over a  given period of time (one day, one week)

2. asking them to list their goals as  classroom teachers    

3. asking  them to match  the cited activities with given goals

After the task is performed by the student teachers, the supervisor goes over their lists of goals and activities listed.  During the discussion, goals without activities and activities without goals are explored and unmatched goals and activities are discussed on the basis of their importance. If an activity is considered important a goal is formulated for it or if a goal is found important a suitable activity is designed to achieve that particular goal. Then the activities are ranked according to motivation, practicality, available resources, time constraints and program constraints. Thus the application of these activities are planned and suggested accordingly.

As an administrator, the supervisor prepares a schedule of the training session for a given period of time. This schedule is distributed to each teacher. In the preparation of the schedule, the supervisor may consult other supervisors and /or the teachers involved in the supervision. The supervisor also formulates the problems to be considered regarding each teacher and lists these problems according to the degree of priority so that he or she can discuss each problem with the relevant teacher within a limit of time and with clarity.

To conclude what has been suggested so far in Reznich’s word (1985: 156)   "the purpose of teacher training and evaluation is the promotion of teacher independence. Independence means taking responsibility."  This responsibility is given to the teacher or teacher candidates by guiding them to evaluate their own work and not prescribing them the  procedures to  be followed. This type of an activity leads them to make decisions on what and how they should be teaching. In other words, teachers should be able to understand the content of instruction. There are certain indicators for the supervisor to find out if such an understanding has been accomplished.  If the teachers  can state the goals of the program and explain the basic information to be given in the lesson and relate the content of the lesson with the goal, they are considered to be equipped with relevant knowledge to meet the performance criteria required by the teacher.

Since the aim of English Language Teaching Programs is to train teachers of English, we need to focus on the four basic components of this procedure: 

1) the learning process itself, 

2) the students (in a teacher training program, the teachers of the future), 

3) the teachers, and

4) the supervisors. 

In a teacher-training program, teachers try to help the students learn and gain information in order to become teachers of the future. Supervisors try to help the students apply the knowledge they have acquired from books and professors as a result of the courses they have taken in school.

Learning is the ultimate goal in a teacher-training program. Thus, students must be competent at learning. Teachers must be aware of the learning process and be competent at teaching. Supervisors must be aware of the learning process and be competent at guiding teachers. However, I believe that further research and survey need to be conducted to help us train qualified language teachers. 
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