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To
Richard K. McMillan
(1951–2001)

First brother.
First friend.
First person I ever thought I supervised.
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Preface

This book is about language teacher supervision – a profession that many
teachers enter almost by accident. Teachers can be promoted into super-
visory positions for many reasons: they are excellent teachers, they have
experience, they have “people skills,” they are seen as loyal to the admin-
istration, they have seniority, and so on. Seldom are teachers made super-
visors because they have had specific professional preparation for the
role.

Sometimes teacher supervision feels like a tug-of-war, a power struggle
between the supervisor and the supervisee. At other times, supervision
can be a very rewarding profession, full of teamwork. As I look back
upon my own career, it appears that I have been working between the
tug-of-war and the teamwork for more than 30 years.

This book is a combination literature review and casebook. It is not
a memoir, although some of my experiences are woven into it. My first
supervisory job was in Korea in the summer of 1973. I was hired to
teach and coordinate a remedial reading component of an education
program for American soldiers. The only requirement for teaching in
this program was a bachelor’s degree in any field. With my teaching
credential and limited experience, I was seen as one of the best-prepared
reading teachers in the region, so I was asked to be a supervising teacher
for the program. A motley assortment of people taught these remedial
reading classes, most with no preparation and all with no support except
the textbooks and whatever advice I could give them. Some teachers
were book-bound, droning on and on, telling the students to turn to the
next page, complete the exercise, raise their hands when they were done.
When I gave these teachers feedback, some complained about my lack
of skills or training as a supervisor, just as I complained about their lack
of skills or training as reading teachers.

In August 1976, I completed my master’s degree at UCLA. My thesis
was a small experiment about observation systems in language teacher
education. Then, one month after I finished my degree, I was hired as
the coordinator of the ESL program at UCLA. I found myself observing
teachers (many who were more experienced than I), giving them feed-
back, and writing evaluations. Anxiety permeated my days, but gradually
I developed a modicum of professionalism as a supervisor, although it
was a slow and painful process.

xiii
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Preface

I completed my doctoral coursework and started teaching in the new
master’s degree program in TESOL at the Monterey Institute of Inter-
national Studies in September 1981. In five years, the department grew
to a full-time faculty of five, plus some adjunct professors. I became
department chair and was expected to observe and evaluate professors
whose skills and knowledge bases were different from mine. Thanks to
their professionalism and cooperative spirit, there were no supervisorial
crises.

In September 1988, I became the director of the intensive English pro-
gram at the Monterey Institute. For two years, during times of declining
enrollment and tight budgets, I tried to keep the program alive. Watching
the ESL teachers work with the students, I was constantly reminded of
how many creative ways there are to accomplish instructional goals. The
classroom observations and evaluations directly affected decisions as to
which teachers would receive contracts during the next session, so it was
very important for me to do a good job.

At the Monterey Institute, we began offering a Certificate in Language
Program Administration in September 1993. For this program, a 30-hour
seminar I had been teaching on language teacher education and super-
vision was split into two courses. At that point, I realized that about
70 percent of the former course had been on teacher education and only
about 30 percent addressed teacher supervision. So I started reading,
combing the literature for information about language teacher supervi-
sion. Such literature was very limited, and I turned to the work on super-
vision in business and industry as well as in general education. For six
years, I taught the supervision course from a compilation of photocopied
articles and not-quite-appropriate textbooks that were borrowed from
other disciplines. A sense of coherence in language teacher supervision
continued to elude me.

In September 1999, in an attempt to impose some order on the chaos,
I began to write a manuscript on language teacher supervision. This
book – a combination literature review and casebook – is the result. The
cases came easily, born of experiences (mine, my colleagues’, my MA stu-
dents’). However, reviewing the literature was a daunting task because
the books and articles about supervision come from such diverse fields.
The literature includes research and opinion pieces from general educa-
tion, psychotherapy, foreign language education, business and industry,
and social work.

Now that the manuscript is done, a real, bound book, I hope you will
enjoy and benefit from the results of this work. Perhaps for you, gaining
knowledge about supervision and developing skills as a professional lan-
guage teacher supervisor will be more purposeful and straightforward
than the largely haphazard endeavor it has been for me and many others
like me.

xiv
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