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Preface

I never planned to be a teacher. In fact, the idea never even crossed
my mind giving me the opportunity to dismiss it. Always an avid
reader, I came to college as an undergraduate assuming that I would
study English literature, but I fell into linguistics after reading some
course descriptions in the university catalog. Although it did not turn
out to involve four years of anagrams and other word games as I had
somehow envisioned, each step of the way I was fascinated. When
we studied morphology, I wanted to be a morphologist. While tak-
ing sociolinguistics, I wanted to be a sociolinguist. During my syntax
course, I wanted to . . . well, that one didn’t follow the usual pattern.
Still, had my final coursework been in phonology, I might instead be
writing right now about sound patterns in the west African language
Mafa. Instead, as it turned out, the last classes I took were in second
language acquisition and second language teaching methods.

On the advice of my undergraduate mentor, I applied to work with
the US Peace Corps, with little understanding of what that meant.
They kept sending me paperwork, I kept filling it out, and eventually
they sent me a plane ticket – so I went. After two years of teach-
ing English in Cameroon, I returned to the US and happened upon
a private language school, which allowed me to continue to work
as an ESL instructor, despite having only a BA degree. Although a
friend laughed hysterically when one of my students described me
as ‘so patient,’ I had discovered, to my own surprise, that I loved
teaching. Obtaining an MA in TESOL (Teaching English to Speakers
of Other Languages) was a natural next step to bolster my knowledge
and credentials for job security and advancement.

That, too, is a story of blind faith and dumb luck, and given my
naiveté, I feel lucky to be teaching today. The upshot of all this,
however, is that, despite my initial blundering, thanks to numer-
ous friends, colleagues, and professors who were kind, generous, and
patient about sharing advice, I learned a great deal along the way.
I hope to pass on some of the wisdom I gleaned from others, as well
as from my own mistakes, in hopes of smoothing your path through
graduate school.

ix
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I know from experience that students beginning a graduate pro-
gram often do so with a great deal of trepidation, and if they do not
feel this before the first day of class, they often do after meeting class-
mates who seem well informed and articulate, or after receiving a
detailed syllabus outlining hundreds of pages of reading and writing
to be completed during the semester. Although students normally go
to graduate school in order to expand their knowledge, the amount of
learning to be done can be daunting. Students who have some back-
ground in ESL theory or methods, or who have experience teaching,
may suddenly feel like they know very little.

In addition, an MA program assumes specialization in some area,
and with this comes specialized ways of speaking and writing. TESOL
is no different, but despite our focus on language learning, professors’
expectations regarding these skills are not often expressed overtly
for new students, who must learn implicitly through participating
in class and through trial and error.

The goal of this book is to discuss clearly and openly many of the
assumptions and controversies in the field of TESOL in order to help
new MA TESOL students begin their graduate programs with con-
fidence and finish successfully. The aim is not to provide complete
summaries of, or definitive answers to, questions about such topics
as teaching methodology and second language acquisition, as there
are numerous texts that provide excellent overviews: many of these
are cited in this book, and I have tried to err on the side of more
recent, rather than classic citations, as you will find classic work cited
in these newer publications as well. Rather, it is my hope that this
book can help guide your expectations for an MA TESOL program
and serve as a resource for success within that program.

The text is organized in two parts. Part I introduces the field of
TESOL, providing an overview of important concepts and contro-
versies within the discipline. As you read, you will consider what
teaching and learning mean, what the role of theory is for TESOL
instructors, and what issues you may face when deciding which vari-
ety of English to teach. In addition, a discussion of current views
of how to teach will hopefully dispel any expectations that your
program will provide you with an arsenal of sure-fire techniques or
recipes that you can follow to ensure that your students learn English
successfully. Chapter 1 introduces the field and provides some histor-
ical background, while Chapter 2 discusses theories related to three



Preface xi

important components of TESOL: language, teaching, and learning.
The final chapter in Part I introduces a number of concepts in TESOL
that are important influences on second language teaching and learn-
ing, and of current interest in the field. This first part may not answer
your questions, but it should guide you toward an understanding
of the kinds of questions you should expect to consider, in your
graduate program and in your own future classroom.

Part II provides some relief for those who picked up this text
seeking practical, down-to-earth advice. Chapter 4 discusses the expe-
rience of learning to ‘do’ graduate school; that is, it explores the
process of socialization into the TESOL community during graduate
school. Here you will learn more about activities and expectations
you are likely to encounter during your MA program. Chapter 5
addresses ways to find and understand research in order to become
a better-informed ESL teacher and to write stronger course papers.
Finally, although it may seem too early to be thinking about return-
ing to the world of work, preparation for the job market during
graduate school can make it much easier to obtain a first job, there-
fore the final chapter contains suggestions for strengthening your
professional qualifications now.

The main audience for this book is new MA TESOL students and
it can be used in a variety of ways. It might be read prior to start-
ing a program as a way of preparing students for the concepts they
will encounter, or it could be used as a text in the first course stu-
dents take in their new program. Professors who opt to use this as
an introductory text will certainly want to supplement it with their
favorite readings in each area, or assign the suggested readings that
accompany each chapter in order to examine specific topics in greater
detail. For example, the three main sections of Chapter 2, language,
learning, and teaching, might be spread over several different classes
with supplementary readings assigned for each section. In addition,
it is likely that professors will want to present the information in dif-
ferent order. For instance, Chapter 5, which discusses research, may
be presented fairly early in a course as a way of helping students begin
work on assigned projects.

Finally, note that as with any new group that you become involved
in, applied linguists and second language instructors have specialized
language that must be learned. Words in bold can be found in the
glossary at the end of this text. Acronyms also abound, and before
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you begin reading, you may want to take note of some of the more
common one. A fuller list can be found in Appendix A, but these are
a few to get you started:

ELT English language teaching
ESL English as a second∗ language
L1 first, or native language
L2 second∗ language
NS, NNS native speaker, non-native speaker
SLA second∗ language acquisition

∗ Note that ‘second’ here does not refer merely to the order in
which a language was learned, but is generally used in the sense of
‘additional,’ to include all languages learned after the mother tongue.
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Part I

An Introduction to the
Discipline of TESOL



1
Situating Ourselves

Who are we? What exactly does this field encompass? The truth is
that while any TESOL program will be devoted to helping you learn
the theory and pedagogy of English language education, they can
reflect a wide variety of perspectives, thus it is important to begin by
situating ourselves. We will look at our location from a broad per-
spective when I offer an abbreviated history of TESOL as a way of
understanding its interdisciplinary roots and current location. You
will also have an opportunity to consider where your own MA pro-
gram is situated within the university structure and how this might
affect your education. TESOL programs housed in departments of
English, Education, and Applied Linguistics can differ widely in the
courses they offer and the perspectives they privilege. We will close
by situating ourselves with respect to terminology, and discuss the
ways that it can vary within the field. Let’s begin, however, at the
micro level, by examining who we are as individuals within a group
of professionals, and by thinking about your own reasons for obtain-
ing this degree and about the different kinds of people you might
meet in your program.

Locating yourself

TESOL programs attract students from overseas, as well as those from
the local area where the program is offered. People from each group
may be obtaining the degree in order to teach in a variety of contexts
within their home country, such as state schools, private language
schools, universities, and primary or secondary institutions. Others

3
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may see an MA TESOL as a way to travel, obtaining teaching posi-
tions around the world. Some students may be starting the program
directly after completing an undergraduate degree, whereas others
may have been working in a completely different field for years and
are looking to change careers. Sometimes even highly experienced
ESL instructors seek an MA TESOL while taking leave from their cur-
rent position in order to bolster their credentials or simply as a way
of refreshing themselves. With such a variety of individuals, you can
often learn at least as much from your colleagues in the program as
you can from the actual coursework.

The questions below (and throughout this text) are best done in
groups with fellow students, but they are worthwhile to consider
even if you are reading this in solitude before the start of your pro-
gram, as they will help you define your goals and expectations, giving
you a baseline from which to judge the ways in which they change:

• Why have you chosen to get an advanced degree in TESOL?
• Why did you choose this particular graduate program for your

degree?
• What do you expect and hope to learn in your graduate pro-

gram? Did these hopes and expectations come from prior teaching
and learning experiences? From reading program materials? From
talking to other ESL instructors? From talking to students and
professors in this program?

• If you are discussing these questions in a group, can you identify
any qualities that seem to be characteristic of ESL instructors?

Of course, with any group there is wide variation in individual
characteristics, but at the same time, people who come together for
any specific purpose do tend to share traits. As a whole, I find that
those of us with an interest in teaching ESL tend to enjoy language –
using it, playing with it, comparing it to other languages. TESOL prac-
titioners are also usually enthusiastic about seeking out intercultural
experiences. Many have a strong sense of social justice and a desire
to improve the human condition. The teaching, for some, comes as a
natural (or accidental, as I have already confessed) outgrowth of these
interests. Sometimes, however, the desire to teach comes first, and it
is only after encountering non-native English speakers in their classes
that the interest in finding out more about language and intercultural
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communication grows. In any case, what all those who seek an MA
TESOL have in common with regard to teaching is the desire to learn
to do it better.

Along with your developing sense of where you fit into the field,
there is also the question of how TESOL itself is situated with respect
to other academic areas. As I have mentioned, this is an interdisci-
plinary field and you may initially feel a bit at sea and find it difficult
to see how all the strands fit together. While you will eventually sort
this out, it won’t happen right away (in fact, it may not happen until
after you have graduated!), but a short history might help you begin
to make sense of where TESOL comes from, why it looks as it does
today, and where it fits in the larger academic scheme.

Locating the roots of TESOL

Histories are always written for a purpose, and as such are selective
in the information they present according to that purpose. This one
is no different. Numerous excellent and very thorough histories of
the field of second language (L2) education exist and you will doubt-
less encounter some of them in your studies (e.g., Musumeci, 1997;
Richards and Rodgers, 2001; Howatt and Widdowson, 2004). My goal
in this section is only to provide you with a sense of the interdisci-
plinary roots of the field in order to prepare you for the wide range
of information you will encounter in your graduate studies. As such,
I have skipped over thousands of years of history and commenced
our story at the moment in time just before the emergence of the
field of applied linguistics, of which TESOL makes up an important
part. I also focus on traditions in North America and Europe, which
have dominated the field; however, it is important to note that a
variety of international perspectives exist and while these have, in
the past, received very little attention from Western scholars, their
value is increasingly recognized and efforts are being made to increase
awareness and dissemination of this work (Canagarajah, 2002; for an
overview of emerging trends in applied linguistics globally, see Gass
and Makoni, 2004).

In Europe and the US, prior to the late 1800s, language was largely
taught similarly to other subjects, such as history or mathematics.
Teachers used the students’ native language to present vocabulary
and grammatical rules about the target language, and this was
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followed by translation exercises. The result was that students learned
about language rather than learning to use language, rather like a
mechanic who can explain in detail the workings of a combustion
engine, but who has never learned to drive. This way of teaching
was known as the Grammar-Translation Method and, as Richards and
Rodgers (2001) describe it, ‘[i]t is a method for which there is no the-
ory. There is no literature that offers a rationale or justification for it
or that attempts to relate it to issues in linguistics, psychology, or edu-
cational theory’ (p. 7). This comfortable state of atheoretical affairs
may have continued if it were not for two important developments.
First, the technological breakthroughs of the industrial revolution
made communication among and travel in European countries much
easier, and learners began to clamor for oral proficiency in foreign
languages. Also around this time the field of linguistics was undergo-
ing a major shift and turning its focus to phonetics, and with these
changes the Grammar-Translation Method began to give way to a
theorized approach.

Phonetics is the branch of linguistics that seeks to describe the
physical properties of sounds of language. You may already know the
International Phonetic Alphabet, which provides a common set of
symbols for speech sounds, the first version of which was created in
1888. This new interest in cataloging the sounds of the world’s lan-
guages had the effect of focusing attention on speech, rather than
reading, as had previously been the case. As linguists weighed in
on the issue of how best to teach language, instructors were encour-
aged to provide linguistic input orally before doing so in writing, to
privilege pronunciation over grammar, and to use mainly the target
language, avoiding translation. One approach, known as the Direct
Method, grew in part out of these recommendations. You may be
familiar with a well-known version of this approach still popular
today: the Berlitz Method.

This emphasis on oral language continued when structuralism
became the dominant linguistic paradigm from about the 1930s,
and shifted the focus to language as a complex, but ordered system.
The movement is generally recognized as beginning with Ferdi-
nand de Saussure’s 1906–11 lectures, which were later developed by
other scholars, perhaps most prominently Roman Jakobson of the
Prague School of linguistics. He and other structural linguists turned
their attention to the systematic collection and analysis of language
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linguist Noam Chomsky’s (1959) critiques, which showed that it was
far from able to provide a comprehensive account of the language
learning process. Not only do parents only rarely correct their chil-
dren’s grammar, but children (as well as L2 learners) are able to use
and understand creative and unique language far beyond what they
have been exposed to. Applied linguist S. Pit Corder (1967) advanced
this view further, reconceptualizing error as a normal part of L2 devel-
opment. Researchers began to look closely at ‘interlanguage,’ a term
coined by Larry Selinker (1972) to describe the evolving state of
the learner’s L2 knowledge. Numerous studies in the 1970s traced
the acquisition of morphemes and syntactic structures in L1 (e.g.,
Brown, 1973; de Villiers and de Villiers, 1973) and L2 acquisition
(Dulay and Burt, 1973, 1974; Bailey, Madden, and Krashen, 1974;
Larsen-Freeman, 1976), finding that they followed virtually the same
developmental path across L1 learners, as well as child and adult L2
learners.

At the same time, sociolinguist and anthropologist Dell Hymes
demonstrated a shortcoming in the Chomskyian approach to
language. Chomsky (1965) viewed linguistic competence as the
underlying grammatical knowledge of a hypothetical, ideal native
speaker-hearer. That is, his interest was in the knowledge of language
itself, and language use, with its slips of the tongue, incomplete sen-
tences, and stuttering was clearly not representative of a speaker’s
competence. Hymes (1972a, 1972b), on the other hand, drew atten-
tion to language use and the important role that culture plays in it,
showing that in order to communicate effectively a speaker needs
to be able not only to form grammatically correct sentences, but to
apply them in conjunction with rules of use. In other words, the
speaker must know how, when, where, and with whom to use various
linguistic forms. Consider, for example, the following two possible
requests:

1. Give me juice.
2. I juice, please?

The L1 or L2 learner who attempts to request a glass of juice using
the second, grammatically incorrect, but polite formulation may
receive a more sympathetic response than the learner whose response
is grammatical, as in the first example, but probably seen as rude.
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spent more time in the classroom in open discussion, with errors
rarely corrected by the teacher. Memorization gave way to creative
language use, and communication and fluency came to be valued
over grammatical accuracy. Due to the influence of Hymes and other
sociolinguists, more attention began to be paid to cultural varia-
tion in social patterns and rules of use and how these could be
seen as a potential contributor to cross-linguistic misunderstandings.
The innovations that grew from Halliday’s work involved analysis
of language-using situations to identify and describe the typical (or
generic) linguistic features that occurred in oral or written texts and
sought to raise learner awareness of them. Michael Swan refers to this
as both a ‘bewildering’ and ‘exhilarating’ time in the profession, as
new theories and methods proliferated, prompting many teachers to
choose an eclectic mix of approaches (Brown et al., 2006, p. 4). It was
at this time, too, that a method that remains highly influential today,
Communicative Language Teaching, with its emphasis on language
use (rather than form), got its start.

Although its roots lie earlier, Communicative Language Teaching
gained support in the 1980s through Stephen Krashen’s (1981, 1985)
highly influential Monitor Model. This theory of SLA proposed that
learning occurred naturally from exposure to ‘comprehensible input,’
that is, language that was just slightly above the learner’s current
stage of interlanguage development, described as ‘i + 1.’ Krashen
also distinguished acquisition from learning. The former was seen
as an unconscious process by which learners create utterances. Flu-
ent L2 use, in this view, came through acquisition, whereas learned
language, which developed through a conscious process, was seen
as useful only for monitoring output, and even then, only under
optimal conditions when learners have the time, linguistic knowl-
edge, and desire to check the form of their utterances. Acquisition,
too, might be hindered if a learner were bored or anxious, which
would cause the psychological barrier that Krashen referred to as the
‘affective filter’ to be raised, thus blocking input.

Language teachers found the Monitor Model intuitively appealing
and appreciated its immediate classroom implications. For example,
given the importance of acquisition over learning, and the restricted
conditions under which the monitor could operate, instructors could
avoid explicit instruction on grammar and instead focus on pro-
viding contexts for learners to obtain comprehensible input. In
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grammatical accuracy, to meaning and fluency. Explicit attention to
form has again become important, as grammatical errors were found
to persist when learners focused solely on communicating mean-
ing (Swain, 1985). Now, however, instead of pattern drills, carefully
designed tasks help teachers maintain a focus on meaning, while also
drawing learners’ attention to L2 forms (for discussions of task-based
language teaching, see R. Ellis, 2000, 2003; van den Branden, 2006).
Understanding how and when to emphasize form and meaning in
the classroom remains an important area of concern for teachers and
researchers.

By the 1990s, a good number of applied linguists, in a movement
that included scholars from many academic disciplines, had begun
to investigate the significance for applied linguistics of the social
theories of post-modern, post-structural, and post-colonial scholars
such as feminist philosophers Judith Butler and Julia Kristeva, sociol-
ogist Pierre Bourdieu, and literary and political critic Edward Said.
This led to a new focus, for some, on the sociopolitical context
of language learning. Rather than looking at negotiation as a neu-
tral matter of linguistic adjustments, new research highlighted the
socially constructed nature of interaction, and the ways in which
power and identity affected approaches and outcomes to language
learning (e.g., Bremer et al., 1996; Siegal, 1996; Ibrahim, 1999;
Norton, 2000). Many of these studies showed how learners were
often treated unequally in conversation, and how this marginal-
ization negatively impacted on their language acquisition. Others
sought to explore unsatisfactory learning outcomes as part of student
resistance to educational practices that did not meet their needs or
were alienating. Thus, we also turned a critical eye toward our own
profession to examine the ways in which English language teach-
ing (ELT) may contribute to colonialism and oppression (Phillipson,
1992; Canagarajah, 1999).

Exploration of these new perspectives (many of which, it should be
noted, had long been in use by other disciplines) led to new descrip-
tions and theories of SLA. This abundance of theories and approaches
to the study of SLA has, in a series of debates, been both lauded as
a sign of a healthy and growing field (van Lier, 1994; Block, 1996;
Lantolf, 1996, 2002; Firth and Wagner, 1997, 1998), and decried as
indicative of an unscientific approach or a lack of focus (Gregg, 1993,
2000; Beretta et al., 1994; Gregg et al., 1997; Long, 1997, 1998; Gass,
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Given the diversity of language learners and learning contexts
we likely need to acknowledge the improbability of any single the-
ory ever sufficing to explain all aspects of language acquisition. For
MA TESOL students this can be bewildering and sometimes frus-
trating: How can we know how to teach if we do not know how
people learn? Or indeed, what language itself is, and thus what
needs to be taught? It has become clear that no single method will
ever be able to claim it is ‘the best.’ Indeed, we are now firmly in
the ‘post-method’ era (Kumaravadivelu, 1994, 2001), where teach-
ers construct their lessons using flexible principles, rather than rigid
methods and procedures. As Dick Allwright (2006) has described it,
rather than trying to alter our methods for each individual learner,
we can ‘acknowledge that this is asking far too much and decide
instead to adopt a “scattergun” approach, whereby you offer a multi-
tude of learning opportunities for learners, and expect them to select
according to their own particular needs’ (p. 14). (Readers who are
gun-shy may prefer the more pacifist gardening metaphor which
he also provides, in which rather than planting seeds one by one,
they are spread more thickly, but haphazardly, under the assump-
tion that some at least will fall where conditions will be conducive to
growth).

As you can see, then, your MA program is not going to provide you
with a fixed set of practices for teaching ESL – there is no definitive
recipe book to follow or bag of tricks from which to choose. So what,
then, will you learn? As with so many other questions in TESOL, the
answer, as you’ll see below is, ‘It depends.’

Locating MA programs: what will you study?

Of course, you will study how people learn and teach a second
language, but what does that include? As you saw in the brief his-
tory presented above, TESOL is influenced by many disciplines, but
primarily applied linguistics and education. These, too, are influ-
enced by psychology, sociology, and anthropology. Some studies in
TESOL follow a traditional scientific paradigm, for example propos-
ing hypotheses about learning and dividing students into treatment
and control groups to test the hypotheses (e.g. Pica et al., 1996;
Morgan-Short and Bowden, 2006). Others involve qualitative studies
in which interviewing and observation are important methods, and
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and name things that might otherwise have escaped our attention’
(p. 292).

In teacher education we have been moving away from the positivist
scientific paradigm, which assumes that there are (single, true, unbi-
ased) answers to research questions. When this view was in place,
teacher education was a matter of ‘feeding’ future instructors infor-
mation about their subject matter and the best methods for passing
that subject matter on to their students. Now however, we recog-
nize that there can be no single, universal truth and that the choices
teachers make are situated – that is, they are grounded in the con-
text in which that teacher works, and informed not only by the
current students, administration, and curriculum, but by a multitude
of other factors, including the physical surroundings, and historical,
social, cultural, political, and economic conditions (Auerbach, 1995;
Chick, 1996).

What does all of this mean for you, as an ESL teacher? You will
probably find that your program will encourage you to examine your
own beliefs and practices with an eye toward developing the abil-
ity to critically examine and reflect upon your teaching situation in
order to construct the best possible learning environment. Engaging
with theory can be an exciting part of this process, as Tim McNamara
recalls in describing what theory did for him when he began an MA
program after six years of teaching:

I found that theory broke up a lot of old concrete in my head. It
challenged most of my cherished beliefs about language teaching
and learning and as a result made the classroom a much more
interesting place.

(2008, p. 302)

The value of teachers’ knowledge is now recognized, and it is cur-
rently the norm to view teacher education more as a kind of
apprenticeship, with instructors learning about educational theory
and practices, and evaluating and interpreting them in light of their
own experiences (both as students and teachers) and the particular-
ities of their educational context. This also opens the possibility for
you to participate in helping to explore and answer some of the many
questions that remain in our field. (This will be discussed again in
Chapter 5, where the role of research for ESL instructors is examined.)
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I can nearly guarantee that you will encounter a similar land-
scape in any MA TESOL program, which will include discussions
of theories of language teaching and learning, techniques for teach-
ing language, and activities for continuing professional development.
However, each program will view this same terrain from a particular
perspective, emphasizing certain aspects of the discipline more than
others. This was best illustrated by Vai Ramanathan, Catherine
Davies, and Mary Schleppegrell (2001), who compared the MA TESOL
programs of two universities in the US, one housed within a depart-
ment of linguistics, the other in an English department. As might be
expected, students in the former program took a number of courses
focusing on linguistics (phonetics, semantics, syntax), whereas the
latter program had a greater focus on L2 literacy, and students
there took coursework in teaching L2 writing and using literature in
the ESL composition classroom. The programs also had differences
that were related to concerns particular to the states where they were
located, for example, the west coast university was more attuned to
immigration and bilingual education issues. The authors note that
while the graduates of both programs exit with a solid grounding in
L2 theory and pedagogy, their specific types of expertise are quite
different.

Knowledge is often thought to be neutral and free from value
judgments, yet this study shows how it is instead intimately tied
to ideologies and politics. An example, discussed in greater detail in
Chapter 5, is the way that understandings of classroom interactions
produced by researchers has tended to be valued more than such
knowledge when produced by the ESL teachers themselves. Beliefs
about the roles of teachers and students in the learning process, about
the nature of language, and even about knowledge itself influence
what ideas are presented in an MA program and how. It is important
to recognize from the outset that your education will be partial and
will be colored by the particular conditions of the context in which
it is situated. The agendas of specific professors, of the department,
of the university, and of the wider society will all influence what is
discussed in the classroom, how it is discussed, and what is excluded.
The same, of course, is true for classrooms around the world, and you
can use this as an opportunity to step back and take note of how
knowledge gets shaped in order to prepare you to take up this same
issue in your own classroom.

www.zabanamuzan.com
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Locating language: terminology in TESOL

While in graduate school I started taking pottery classes, and
although it was quite some time before I created a usable mug, the
effect on my vocabulary was immediate. ‘Wedge’ became a verb
describing a way of getting air out of clay, a ‘rib’ was a tool for shap-
ing pots, and ‘cone 10’ was a very hot temperature. Whenever you
become part of a new group, you need to learn new language and
TESOL is no different. As you can see from the examples at the begin-
ning of this chapter of the types of people who study ELT and their
reasons for undertaking this degree, the acronym ‘TESOL’ represents
a range of professional possibilities. As an interdisciplinary field, you
will find your language learning task complicated a bit by the fact
that different people use different terms for similar phenomena or
that the same term is used differently by various people.

One of the most immediate places where this becomes obvious is
in the manner in which English language teaching, learning and stu-
dents are referred to in various contexts. In the US and Australia, ESL
(English as a second language) has been the most common acronym
employed for general purposes. Although this term seems to refer
strictly to a specific learning order, it has generally been understood
as encompassing a range of learning conditions, including the learn-
ing of English as a third or fourth language, for example. In the UK,
this imprecision has been reduced by the use of the acronym EAL
(English as an additional language). There is also no agreement on
the name of the profession itself. In the US, TESOL (teaching English
to speakers of other languages) or TESL (teaching English as a second
language) tend to be the broadest references, whereas in the UK ELT
(English language teaching) predominates.

Another traditional distinction has been between ESL and EFL
(English as a foreign language). The former is meant to refer to sit-
uations where English is being learned in a country in which it is
the dominant language, such as New Zealand or England, whereas
the latter refers to contexts like Japan, where English is not a pri-
mary local language, and is thus likely to be learned and used
mainly within a classroom. Although the acronyms ESL and EFL
are still in use, changes like globalization and the development of
the internet have blurred the distinction, as these terms mislead-
ingly tie languages to nationalities, ignoring the complex realities
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of language choice and use among different populations within and
across national boundaries (Nayar, 1997; Pennycook, 2003). These
same changes have also led to the use of terms like EIL (English as an
international language) and ELF (English as a lingua franca) to refer
to the teaching of varieties of English that are used, often between
non-native speakers (NNSs), for wider communication. Although I
will not tease out the differences here, it is worth noting that the
use of these terms, as well as others I have not mentioned, differ
within each country according to the level of school. The vocabulary
used by English language teachers in primary and secondary schools
differs from that used by those who teach adults in higher educa-
tion or immigrant education settings. Fortunately, there is enough
overlap to make these distinctions comprehensible, and you will
quickly become familiar with those that are in the greatest use in
your context.

These acronyms are just one area of potential confusion for a new-
comer to the field, but get ready – there are more and they are not
always so obvious! For example, there are various ways of describ-
ing a learner’s L2 knowledge. As mentioned above, interlanguage
is one name applied to the learner’s system. Despite some concern
over the way the term implicitly compares learner language to NS
language, portraying the former as always incomplete and somehow
‘less’ than NS knowledge, it remains in wide use (see Chapter 3 for a
discussion of the NS myth). Following Noam Chomsky, the distinc-
tion is often made between language competence (knowledge) and
performance (use), with the latter being an imperfect representation
of former. Other common terms include proficiency, ability, and the
one I have been using here, knowledge. Part of this ambiguity comes
from the elusiveness of the concept itself (just what is knowledge?),
but it is also sometimes the result of dissatisfaction with previous
terms. For instance, competence is often equated with a monolingual
state of mind, thus multicompetence has been introduced by Vivian
Cook (1991, 1992) as a way of describing the multilingual mind.

The word competence also provides an excellent example of the way
a single term is sometimes used with different meanings. Tradition-
ally, competence has suggested a fairly stable state of cognition –
what a language user knows. In this view we can expect that at a
certain point a learner will acquire, say, the past tense, and use it more
or less reliably, recognizing when an error has occurred. For others,
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however, competence is seen as a largely social construction (remem-
ber the shift toward social theories in the 1990s?). A speaker may
use his or her language in more or less ‘competent’ ways depending
on the setting, topic, or interlocutor, thus rather than conceptual-
izing competence as a uniform, mental construct, we can see it as
dynamic. Competence is continually recreated and co-constructed
between conversational partners in interaction (Shea, 1994). As you
become familiar with the various research paradigms in TESOL you
will soon learn to recognize the way a particular scholar is positioning
him or herself with regard to these and other concepts.

Conclusion

The goal of this chapter was to help you situate yourself, your dis-
cipline and your graduate program within a wider context in order
to begin to get a better idea of what to expect from your MA experi-
ence. You can now see that you will encounter diverse perspectives,
and you can understand, given the history of the field, why this is
so. You should also be prepared to be taught to fish, rather than to be
given a fish. In other words, your program will prepare you to draw
on current theories and practices to develop an informed approach
to teaching that will be further developed in a particular context as
you reflect upon your own practice. Finally, we took some steps to
prepare you not only for a diversity of perspectives in your study, but
for a certain amount of inconsistency and ambiguity, as well. Armed
now with this background, let’s move on to Chapter 2, where we will
delve into what you actually want to learn about: language, learning,
and teaching.

Recommended reading

Howatt, A. P. R. with Widdowson, H. G. (2001). A History of English
Language Teaching. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Richards, J. C. and Rodgers, T. S. (2001). Approaches and Methods in
Language Teaching. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

These two books provide clear, thorough overviews of the history of
ELT. Howatt and Widdowson begin their discussion in 1400, while
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Richards and Rodgers briefly review the methods of the 1800s before
focusing on developments of the twentieth century.

Brown, H. D., Tarone, E., Swan, M., Ellis, R., Prodromou, L., Jung, U.,
Bruton, A. Johnson, K., Nunan, D., Oxford, R. L., Goh, C., Waters,
A., and Savignon, S. J. (2006). Forty years of language teaching.
Language Teaching, 40(2): 1–15.

While this article is not a substitute for either of the texts described
above, it is an enjoyable complement, as each scholar tackles a single
decade, starting with the 1960s and provides a personal view of what
it was like to be a language teacher at that time.

Ramanathan, V. (2002). The Politics of TESOL Education: Writing,
Knowledge, Critical Pedagogy. New York: RoutledgeFalmer.

Ramanathan’s examination of the situated nature of knowledge in
TESOL provides new students with critical insights into their own
program and learning. This study extends the work of Ramanathan,
Davies, and Schleppegrell (2001), discussed in this chapter.

Richards, J. and Schmidt, R. (2002). Dictionary of Language Teaching
and Applied Linguistics. 3rd edition, Harlow: Longman.

An up-to-date dictionary of applied linguistics will help you decipher
the concepts and terminology you will encounter in your reading.
In addition to definitions, you will often also find citations for key
scholars and publications relating to each entry.

Activities

1. Consider the context in which you plan to teach ESL (type of stu-
dents, region, type of school). What do you think you will need
to know to help your students learn? Which of the items on your
list do you think are most important? Compare your list to that of
someone who plans to teach in a different context. What differ-
ences are there between your lists and why do you think they are
there?

2. It can often take up to two years for a journal article to be pub-
lished, so discussion of the most up-to-date research findings,
pedagogical recommendations, and controversies and concerns
in the field are usually presented at conferences. Take a look
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at presentation titles and abstracts from conferences where lan-
guage acquisition and pedagogy are the focus (see the suggested
sites below). What kinds of issues are discussed? What academic
perspectives are represented?

International Association of Applied Linguistics: www.aila.info
International Association of Teachers of English as a Foreign

Language: www.iatefl.org
Teachers of English to Speakers of Other Languages: www.tesol.org
American Association for Applied Linguistics: www.aaal.org
Australian Council of TESOL Associations: www.tesol.org.au
British Association for Applied Linguistics: www.baal.org.uk

3. Find two or three of the articles that were provided as examples
of different types of applied linguistic research and compare them.
What kind of information is provided about the study participants
in each article? What kind of research questions are asked? What
is provided as evidence to support the findings of the study? How
are the articles structured?



2
Language, Learning, and
Teaching

In the previous chapter I emphasized the variation that exists among
TESOL practitioners, but in this chapter we will focus on our com-
mon knowledge base: language, teaching, and learning. As noted in
Chapter 1, teaching is not simply a matter of imitating or avoiding
the actions of other instructors we have observed. Good teaching
requires a great deal of technical, specialized knowledge: an under-
standing of the structure and functions of language, of general
principles of learning, of how languages are acquired, and, yes, of
pedagogical principles. This chapter will introduce you to a variety of
theoretical perspectives and current thinking on language, learning,
and teaching.

What is language?

This must seem not only a ridiculous, but a somewhat disappointing
question with which to begin, rather like asking students in an MA
program in math to begin the course by practicing their multiplica-
tion tables. Yet, as it turns out, this is a question to which there is not
one clear response, as there is for 2×2. At the same time, it is impor-
tant to consider what language is, in order to be able to teach it.
Your view of language will have direct implications for your class-
room practice. For example, if you see language as a set of rules, you
will likely give prominence to the regularities of language, conveying
these to your students and perhaps helping them to discover these
rules for themselves. Below is a list of definitions of language. Before

23
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considering them, you may want to try to work out your own view
of what language is.

1. ‘Language is a purely human and non-instinctive method of com-
municating ideas, emotions and desires by means of voluntarily
produced symbols.’ (Edward Sapir, 1921, p. 8)

2. ‘A language is a system of arbitrary vocal symbols by means of
which a social group co-operates.’ (Bernard Bloch and George
Trager, 1942, p. 5)

3. A language is ‘a set (finite or infinite) of sentences, each finite
in length and constructed out of a finite set of elements.’ (Noam
Chomsky, 1957/2002, p. 13)

4. Language is ‘a range of possibilities, an open-ended set of
options in behavior that are available to the individual . . . ’
(M. A. K. Halliday, 1973, p. 41)

5. ‘Grammar is . . . simply the name for certain categories of observed
repetitions in discourse. There is no natural fixed structure to
language.’ (Paul Hopper, 1998, p. 156)

6. Languages are ‘the sedimented products of repeated acts of iden-
tity.’ (Alastair Pennycook, 2004, p. 15)

7. ‘There is, or at least there may well be, no such thing as
English. . . . A language, in short, is ultimately a collection of ide-
olects which have been determined to belong together for what
are ultimately non-and extra-linguistic reasons.’ (Timothy Reagan,
2004, p. 42)

8. Language is ‘a process in which we participate.’ (Diane Larsen-
Freeman and Lynne Cameron, 2008, p. 109)

• What similarities do you see among the definitions? What
differences?

• How do the definitions change over time?

The introduction to the history of the field from the previous
chapter should have prepared you to make a few comments on
these definitions. For example, you may have noticed how they
change through time. We begin with language as a pre-existing
entity, with the first three focusing on language as an abstract
system. Halliday, then, recognizes language as structure, but empha-
sizes its function, seeing it instead as a flexible resource for making
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meaning. Definitions 5–7 exhibit the mark of poststructuralism and
postmodernism, as language is no longer seen as a fixed object, but
as social action. You might also note the move away from attempts
to delineate the purposes for which language is used; in fact, only
Sapir uses the word ‘communication.’ While communicating is cer-
tainly something we do with language, it is absent in definitions such
as Chomsky’s, because his interest lies in laying bare the structure
of language. Sociocultural theorists recognize that language is the
means by which we accomplish much of our lives. We reconstruct
ourselves, others, and our relationships through language, as well as
reconstructing language itself each time we use it, thus to describe
language only in terms of a communicative device obscures its wider
significance.

Halliday (2004/1969) acknowledged the frustration that language
educators feel when they meet up with so many definitions that vary
so widely. Yet, he pointed out, too, that the question ‘what is lan-
guage?’ is not as straightforward as it may seem, and that ‘the only
satisfactory response is “why do you want to know?” ’ (p. 269). On
the one hand, our response to ‘why do you want to know?’ will be
‘to teach ESL.’ However, what aspect of ESL we teach differs with
and even within each lesson, thus the question must constantly be
revisited. At times we need to focus on structure, emphasizing, as
Linell puts it, ‘what can be said within in a particular language sys-
tem’ (1998, p. 3). Our students need and want to learn the patterns
and regularities in form that exist at all levels of language: sounds
(phonology), words and the ways in which they are formed (lexi-
cal semantics, morphology), sentence patterns (syntax), the ways
in which sentences create coherent wholes (discourse), and the ways
in which interlocutors make sense of language and use conventions
of appropriacy (pragmatics).

Yet, students cannot simply be taught an abstract system, but must
recognize that language is a way of making meaning and construct-
ing understandings among speakers, and that choices in language
use shape and are shaped by context, in what is known as a dialog-
ical relationship. In other words, we choose our language according
to the physical setting, time of day, conversational goals, and par-
ticipant characteristics and social relationships. At the same time,
the language we use also creates this context. For example, a for-
mal situation can become much less formal when one person tells a
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risqué joke. With regard to educational contexts, the unequal power
relationship that often exists between students and teachers is con-
structed through, for example, the kinds of questions that teachers
often ask students – that is, those for which the answer is already
known by the teacher. In these choices, too, there are regularities, but
unlike the rules that govern language structure, rules of use tend to
work more as guidelines, and not subscribing to them usually results
in social awkwardness, as when one person is seen as rude or overly
friendly. As described in the previous chapter, these patterns of lan-
guage features that cluster together both in response to and as a way
of constructing a particular language-using situation are referred to
as genres.

Halliday’s functional (as opposed to formal) perspective on lan-
guage, from which the study of genre grew, also requires us to see
language as both a system and a process. In this view, we must not
only note the features of language, and the immediate social context
of language use, but its relationship to the larger social system that
it simultaneously creates as meanings are selected. Language, seen
broadly as text and genre, both constructs and is constructed through
culture (Martin and Rose, 2008). This has important implications for
teachers, as certain genres are powerful and privileged, yet access to
them is not necessarily equal for all language users. Increasing aware-
ness of and access to generic conventions has become a priority in
many countries, and as a result sophisticated pedagogies that draw
on this view of language have been developed (see, e.g., Feez, 1998).

In addition to considering the nature of language, as ESL teach-
ers we can also ask the more specific question ‘what is English?’
However, far from simplifying our definitional project, this ques-
tion actually raises new concerns, as up to now we have ignored
a crucial issue for English language educators: varieties of English.
A dialect, or language variety, can differ at any of the levels described
above: pronunciation, vocabulary, syntax, discourse, or pragmat-
ics. (Note that although when we speak of different accents, this
refers solely to phonological differences, that is, variations in pro-
nunciation.) English is widely used, and countless local dialects and
professional registers exist. Which variety (or varieties) should an
instructor choose to teach?

Practical considerations come into play. As the instructor, you
cannot be expected to be an expert in Canadian, Australian, and
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Singaporean English; therefore, your choice will be restricted by your
familiarity with different varieties. The purposes for which your stu-
dents are learning English will also need to be considered. Do most
students need the kind of English that will allow them to pass a
college entrance exam, or will they likely be working in an environ-
ment where English is the main medium of communication? Will
they be speaking largely with native speakers from the US or will
they tend to interact more in an international community made
up of other L2 users? Your choice might also be affected by social
and political considerations from outside the classroom. Texts that
present only one variety of English may be mandated by the school
or government; indeed, a language variety may be imposed explicitly
by law or implicitly through the expectations of parents and school
administrators who see a particular variety of English as a tool for
success.

Yet language is more than a mere ‘tool’ for communication. This
often used metaphor presents language as neutral, working pretty
much the same way for everyone who uses it, much the way nearly
anyone with a bit of arm strength can use a hammer to pound in
nails. Indeed, as abstract systems, linguists recognize that all lan-
guages are equal in the sense that we can communicate any idea in
any language. Certainly, some concepts that are encapsulated in a
single word in one language may require a paragraph to explain in
another, but this does not make that language impoverished, as the
idea can still be conveyed. Socially, however, it is far from the case
that languages are seen as equal; some languages and language vari-
eties are regarded as more prestigious than others. The tool metaphor
obscures this, as well as the ways that L2 users and speakers of
minority or non-standard varieties of English are often not treated as
legitimate speakers (Bourdieu, 1977; Lippi-Green, 1997; Miller, 2004).
Thus, the choice of which variety of English to teach involves not
only practical, but also ideological considerations.

With regard to English, the prestige varieties are generally those
spoken by NSs in countries that Kachru and Nelson (1996) have
referred to as ‘inner circle countries,’ where English is the primary
language, such as Australia, Canada, the UK, and the US. Yet, as Henry
Widdowson (1994) points out, it is certainly not just any NS who is
envisioned as a model. Regardless of the preferences of the learn-
ers themselves, schools are unlikely to imagine ethnic or regional
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varieties, such as African-American vernacular English or the English
of the Southern US, as models when they say that they are teaching
‘American English.’ Some may see these types of English, however,
as more ‘authentic’ than the varieties used in multilingual countries,
such India, Nigeria, and Singapore, where English is widely used, but
generally not spoken natively. Kachru and Nelson call these ‘outer cir-
cle’ countries. In these contexts, even though English has developed
into a distinct variety, it is generally not viewed as a legitimate model
for learning. Thus, it is equally unlikely that a school in Japan would
advocate the teaching of, for example, Zambian English. Countries
such as Korea, where English is mainly learned in an educational
context and used in limited domains, have been called ‘expanding
circle’ countries by Kachru and Nelson. In fact, this prejudice against
ethnic and regional variation often extends even to schools located
in the areas where one of these varieties is widely used. Thus, ESL
students in a school with, say, a predominately African-American
population will likely be discouraged from acquiring features of that
variety, despite its prevalence in their community.

The reflexive exclusion from the classroom of so many varieties of
English sets up a very small minority of the world’s population as
authentic and legitimate models of language use. This runs the risk
of disengaging our students, who are asked to reach for an unattain-
able model and one over which they feel no sense of ownership. As
Widdowson (1994) explains,

If natural language learning depends on asserting some ownership
over the language, this cannot be promoted by means of language
which is authentic only because it belongs to somebody else and
expresses somebody else’s identity.

(p. 387)

Holding up a limited group of NSs as models of English may not only
intimidate and alienate many learners, but is also likely to give them
a distorted view of the way English is used today. (See Chapter 3 for
problems with the idea of the ‘native speaker,’ a term I have thus far
used uncritically.)

L2 users of English far outnumber NSs today and their numbers will
likely continue to grow (Graddol, 1999; Crystal, 2008). Most commu-
nication in English takes place between L2 users, rather than between
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NSs and NNSs, thus making it more reasonable in many teaching con-
texts to use proficient, intelligible L2 speakers as the norm. Because of
these developments, interest in teaching English as an international
language (EIL) or English as a lingua franca (ELF) has been grow-
ing, and research that can be used as a pedagogical basis for teaching
global varieties is well underway (House, 1999; Jenkins, 2000, 2002;
Seidlhofer, 2004). In addition, calls have been put forth for educa-
tion that helps NSs gain a greater awareness of international norms of
English language use as a way of reducing what is often the marginal-
ization of NNSs, as well as to facilitate intercultural communication
(e.g., Lin et al., 2002).

These ideas resonate, too, in primary and secondary classrooms
where English is taught mainly to immigrant children. Here teach-
ers are more likely to choose a NS model appropriate for the region,
usually the one perceived as the ‘standard.’ Yet this should not pre-
clude classroom explorations of varieties that are perceived as less
prestigious, and even in these contexts successful, but not necessarily
native-like L2 use may be held up as a goal. The desire for raising NS
awareness of global varieties of English has extended to state school
contexts, as well (Kubota, 2001).

So, while you have started your program with a plan to teach
English, you can now see that this is a multifaceted proposition and
many factors, both practical and ideological, will come into play in
deciding the variety or varieties to teach. You will need to achieve
a balance of finding an appropriate model, while also acknowledg-
ing the legitimacy of other Englishes. With language itself such a
complicated entity, you can guess that learning will be no less so.

How do we learn (language)?

The short answer to the question that opens this section is that we
do not know. Or, more accurately, I could say that we know bits and
pieces, but not precisely how they all fit together. In order to prepare
you for your meeting with these bits and pieces, take a moment to
think about how you conceptualize learning:

• How do you define ‘learning’? To what extent does learning occur
internally (in the brain) and to what extent is it an external (social,
environmental) process?
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• How do students demonstrate learning?
• How is learning a language similar to learning other things?

How is it different? Think about the learning of a skill, such as
swimming, or an academic subject, such as history.

• What are some differences between learning a first or second
language as a child and learning a second language as an adult?

A recent edited collection (VanPatten and Williams, 2007) contains
nine chapters, each describing a different current theory of second
language acquisition. If we asked the SLA scholars who wrote these
chapters to respond to these questions, they would not all have
the same answers. You may want to come back to these questions
when you have finished this section to see if you can figure out how
a researcher from each of the perspectives discussed below might
respond. I have selected just four perspectives – the innatist position,
the interaction hypothesis, sociocultural theory, and emergentism –
to discuss here as a way of demonstrating the breadth of theoretical
approaches to SLA.

Innatist perspectives

An innatist perspective on SLA differs from the theories discussed
below in that, rather than attempting to explain the process by
which L2 development occurs, its goal is to describe the learner’s
mental representation of the L2 (see Chomsky’s definition of lan-
guage at the beginning of this chapter). In other words, the theory
is concerned solely with understanding competence, rather than
performance. The theory draws on Chomsky’s (1965) construct of
Universal Grammar (UG), which was originally applied to the under-
standing of L1 acquisition as a way of explaining the observation that
children’s grammars are far more complex than could be expected
given the poverty of the stimulus they receive. While adults do
adjust their language when talking with children, Chomsky described
their speech as ‘impoverished,’ suggesting that it rarely contains com-
plete sentences and instead often offers fragments, false starts, and
ungrammatical language from which he believed it would be diffi-
cult to derive a full grammar, as children do. This led him to conclude
that language learning is different from other types of learning and
must be aided by an innate faculty, called UG, which sharply restricts
the forms that grammars can take. With the help of this innate
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knowledge of the possibilities of grammar, relatively little input can
be used to set the parameters of the particular L1 to which the child
is exposed. As an example of one of these parameters, English does
not allow its users to drop subject pronouns, whereas Spanish does.
Thus, in English ‘Dances beautifully’ is not a possible variation on
‘He dances beautifully,’ but in Spanish both options are grammati-
cal. Through input alone, UG allows a child to switch the pro-drop
parameter to the appropriate setting.

For researchers working within this paradigm, it is generally
accepted that UG is still accessible for the learning of additional
languages in early childhood, making their acquisition and ultimate
attainment in the target language similar to that in the native lan-
guage. However, as anyone who has undertaken the study of an L2
as an adult is painfully aware, the outcomes for learners later in
life rarely reach the point at which they become indistinguishable
from NSs. (Although note that the process is neither quick nor pain-
less for children learning their first language, who are treated with
great leniency for the many years they spend in the learning process.
See Chapter 2 for more on age and SLA.)

The difficulty most adult learners have in acquiring highly
advanced L2 proficiency raises the question of whether access to
UG remains available throughout one’s life (as adult L2 learners still
develop a grammar that goes beyond what could have been predicted
from the input), is available only up until a certain age, or remains
accessible, but only partially. Each of these positions has conse-
quences for pedagogy. Clearly, from a UG perspective input is impor-
tant, but if UG remains accessible, pedagogical intervention will do
little to alter the rate or route of acquisition. If access is blocked,
however, instruction and feedback will play an important role. The
issue is difficult to address, as it requires separating the learning done
via UG from learning that occurs through general principles.

Lydia White (1989, 2003), Kevin Gregg (1996), and Suzanne Flynn
(Flynn and Lust, 2002) are a few influential names associated with
this theoretical perspective. The primary research methodology used
to investigate the role of UG in SLA is grammaticality judgment tasks,
which provide data as to the learner’s perceptions of what is (not)
possible in the target language. Work in this area can be quite techni-
cal, and a solid grounding in Chomsky’s theory of syntax, as well as
knowledge of how previous evidence has been variously interpreted
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is necessary for understanding current research. However, for those
seeking to examine such scholarship, White (1985) is an excellent
example of research methodology and, as an early work, assump-
tions and findings are more accessible than current work for those
without a great deal of background. Also worth examining is Flynn
and Martohardjono (1995), who briefly survey the background of
UG-driven research in order to reach some pedagogical implications,
which are rarely discussed from this perspective.

The interaction hypothesis

Whereas the goal of the previous theory was to describe the learner’s
mental representation of language, the next three perspectives seek
to understand how language learning occurs. In an interactionist
approach to SLA, social interaction is seen as a necessary factor for
learning, as it provides data, which the learner then processes inter-
nally. This line of research developed from Evelyn Hatch’s (1978)
proposal that SLA grows out of the need to communicate, as well as
from the attention that Krashen drew to the role of comprehensible
input. The communication breakdowns that occur more frequently
in conversations involving a NNS are thought to be a key catalyst for
learning because they force speakers to pause from their conversation
in order to reach an understanding of the meaning of a particu-
lar utterance. In doing so one or both conversational partners must
change their utterance, for example, by choosing different words,
by articulating more clearly, or by changing the sentence structure.
This is referred to as ‘negotiation for meaning.’ In an important
revision of the interaction hypothesis, Michael Long, an influential
proponent of this perspective, described the importance of this thus:

negotiation for meaning, and especially negotiation work that trig-
gers interactional adjustments by the NS or more competent inter-
locutor, facilitates acquisition because it connects input, internal
learner capacities, particularly selective attention, and output in
productive ways.

(1996, pp. 451–2; italics in original)

Thus linguistic input, output, feedback, and attention are important
components of this model of SLA.
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Input is a crucial source of information for the learner regarding
what is possible in the target language. In other words, it provides
positive evidence about the language. Researchers have been partic-
ularly interested in the changes that are made to NS speech that is
directed to NNSs, referred to as modified input (Pica, 1994; Gass,
1997). The language may be simplified, for example, by drawing
from a restricted vocabulary or avoiding complex sentence structures.
It may also be elaborated, such as when the speaker provides more
information, for example, by describing in detail a particular refer-
ent (changing ‘it’ to ‘standard poodle’) or a lexical item (replacing
‘standard poodle’ with ‘a very intelligent breed of dog that often has
pom-poms on its head and tail’). A learner is able to get modified
input by signaling a lack of comprehension.

Learners, too, formulate utterances that are difficult for their inter-
locutors to interpret, and in this case they, too, are made aware of
this through feedback. Explicit feedback (e.g., ‘No. The correct pro-
nunciation is . . .’) occurs more often in classroom contexts, but not
all feedback to learners is explicit, nor does it always identify the pre-
cise location or nature of the breakdown. Both in and out of the
classroom L2 learners also receive implicit feedback in the form of
requests for clarification (‘Excuse me?’), confirmation checks (‘Do you
mean . . . ?’), and comprehension checks (‘Are you following me?’).
Recasts are another type of implicit feedback in which the learner’s
ungrammatical utterance is reformulated by his or her interlocutor:

S: The boy have many flowers in the basket.
T: Yes, the boy has many flowers in the basket.

(Nicholas, Lightbown, and Spada, 2001, p. 721)

Implicit feedback, and recasts in particular, have received a great deal
of attention from scholars who recognize their importance not only
for researchers seeking to understand SLA, but for teachers who strug-
gle daily with whether and how to provide feedback to their learners
(Lyster, 1998; Nicholas, Lightbown, and Spada, 2001; Leeman, 2003;
Mackey, 2006).

Feedback can show the learner what is not possible in the target
language. In the face of this negative evidence, learners must mod-
ify their utterances, thinking of new ways to express their meaning,
forcing them to produce what Swain (1985) referred to as ‘pushed’
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output. It is thought that output can play an important role in help-
ing the learner notice L2 form-meaning relationships and eventually
to produce more complex and accurate language. At the same time,
output creates a potentially positive loop, in which the learner is able
to try out new forms, receive feedback on them, and try again. Note,
however, my use of the word ‘can’ at the start of this paragraph.
While negotiation offers opportunities for learners to notice differ-
ences between their own language use and that of the other speaker,
and to make use of what they have noticed, processing constraints,
such as our limited memory, ensure that this does not always hap-
pen. Learning about the conditions under which learner’s attention
is or can be drawn to L2 forms is of great interest to both L2 teachers
and researchers (Philp, 2003; Mackey, 2006).

In addition to the works cited in this section and in the related
discussion in Chapter 1, readers may look to Gass and Mackey (2006)
for a clear and concise overview of this theoretical perspective. In
addition, note that, as mentioned in Chapter 1, the interactionist
position has been closely tied to pedagogical concerns, with the same
tasks that are used in research also being employed by teachers. The
pedagogical use of tasks is discussed in further detail below, in the
section on teaching.

Sociocultural theory

Rather than viewing interaction as a site for the learner to obtain sam-
ples of the target language which can then be processed internally,
a sociocultural view of SLA posits that it is in the social interaction
that development occurs and that development is inseparable from
its context. Rather than being an individual property housed in a
learner’s mind, as the previous two perspectives suggest, knowledge is
also social, arising from the context. The context itself is constructed
not only through interpersonal, but also historical processes. Learn-
ing is defined as changes in behavior that move the learner toward
greater independence.

The work of Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky figures promi-
nently in the research of sociocultural theorists. It is somewhat
surprising that sociocultural theory was taken up rather belatedly
by applied linguists in comparison to others in education, as lan-
guage itself plays such a significant role in this theory. One important
tenet of the theory is that humans do not interact directly with the
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world. Instead, they bring about changes through the use of physical
and symbolic tools, which mediate their interaction with the world.
Language is the prominent symbolic tool for supporting (mediat-
ing) our own behavior. This is demonstrated in child development
by Vygotsky (1978) in an experiment in which three- and four-year-
old children attempted to get at some candy that had been placed
high up in a cupboard. A stool and stick were in the room. Speech
seemed to help the children solve the problem of getting the candy.
They initially described and analyzed the situation, then moved on
to planning their action aloud, and eventually continued to talk
themselves through the actions to successfully reach the candy.

According to Vygotsky, initially, many of our actions are ‘other-
regulated.’ Younger children, for example, may not have been able
to figure out how to obtain the candy themselves, but could have
followed instructions on how to do so. With further development we
move toward ‘self-regulation,’ which is what the three- and four-year-
olds were doing. We may continue to do this as adults – we usually
call it talking to ourselves! Eventually this ‘private speech’ becomes
‘inner speech.’ At this stage of development, mental processes are
internalized and we are able to regulate our behavior without using
the actual spoken forms of language. A challenging task, however,
may require us to again externalize our mental processes. For exam-
ple, sometimes after I have been mulling over a problem and decide
to ask someone for help, I often realize the answer simply through
the process of describing the problem aloud. In terms of L2 learning,
‘to be an advanced speaker/user of a language means to be able to
control one’s psychological and social activity through the language’
(Lantolf, 2000, p. 6). Proficiency means self-regulation.

Another important construct within sociocultural theory is the
zone of proximal development (ZPD), defined by Vygotsky as ‘the
distance between the actual developmental level [of an individual] as
determined by independent problem solving and the level of poten-
tial development’ (1978, p. 86). This is a metaphorical space in which
an individual’s abilities are stretched beyond what he or she can
achieve alone. Physical artifacts, such as the stool and stick from
the experiment above, may help, but frequently the construction
of the ZPD has been investigated in terms of collaborative human
activity. The collaboration that assists the learner in filling this gap is
called scaffolding. Traditionally, an expert–novice relationship was
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thought to be necessary for learning in the ZPD, as the more capa-
ble participant could provide assistance; however, examinations of
learner–learner interaction in L2 classrooms has shown that peers are
able to scaffold each other (Donato, 1994; Ohta, 1995).

Because the theory is a relative newcomer to our field, the ped-
agogical implications of a sociocultural theory of SLA have yet to
be explored to a great extent (although see Lantolf and Thorne,
2006; Lantolf and Poehner, 2008). As with the interaction hypoth-
esis, further research should help us, as teachers, identify means
of recognizing and providing assistance that is appropriate to a
learner’s developmental level and constructing classroom activities
that encourage the kind of peer collaboration that will also support
learning. James Lantolf has been central in bringing sociocultural the-
ory into SLA research and his edited collection (2000) provides an
excellent introduction to many of the scholars doing significant work
in this area. Also, Foster and Ohta (2005) is helpful for teasing out
the differences between interactionist and sociocultural perspectives,
as they integrate the two in a description of peer collaboration.

Emergentism

The emergentist perspective provides a new way of looking at lan-
guage, as exemplified in the quote from linguist Paul Hopper, at
the start of this chapter: ‘Grammar is . . . simply the name for certain
categories of observed repetitions in discourse. There is no natural
fixed structure to language’ (1998, p. 156). Hopper shifted our view
of language from a set of forms existing outside ourselves that we
draw on to make meaning, to an understanding of linguistic forms
as continually constructed through discourse, contingent upon con-
text, and always negotiated among speakers. Thus, in using language
we also change it, a fact that applies as much to L2 learners as it does
to NSs.

In contrast to the interactionist position, which is moving ever
closer to gaining the status of a theory, emergentism, still in its
infancy, is far from having an all-encompassing theory of SLA, but
does have the advantage of a clear, strong thesis and research program
(O’Grady, 2008). Emergentists reject the idea of an innate module
in the mind that is responsible for the development of language
(UG, as discussed above). Instead, both the form and acquisition of
language are
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best explained by reference to more basic non-linguistic (i.e., ‘non-
grammatical’) factors and their interaction – physiology, percep-
tion, processing, working memory, pragmatics, social interaction,
properties of the input, the learning mechanisms, and so on.

(O’Grady, 2008, p. 448)

This view leaves space for examination of the structure of the brain
and its processing mechanisms, as well as environmental and social
considerations.

Without an innate language faculty to explain SLA, emergentists
see language acquisition as a matter of using generalized learning
mechanisms (those that are also employed in other types of learn-
ing) to uncover statistical regularities – to determine frequencies and
distributions of particular forms – in the language they encounter.
They posit that these mechanisms can be quite simple. The com-
plexity of language learning derives not from the complexity of the
processing mechanism, but from the complexity of the environment,
in which physical, social, cognitive, emotional, and historical fac-
tors interact. Language acquisition, then, is based on the sum total
of the learner’s previous encounters with the language: ‘The knowl-
edge underlying fluent, systematic, apparently rule-governed use of
language is the learner’s entire collection of memories of previously
experienced utterances’ (N. Ellis and Larsen-Freeman, 2006, p. 565).

Of particular importance in this quote is the use of the phrase
‘apparently rule governed’ to describe language use. Recall Hopper’s
assertion that ‘there is no natural fixed structure to language.’ Rules
are not the cause of the systematic language-using behaviors we can
observe, but rather the regularities emerge from the behavior, which is
constrained in particular ways by the environment. Nick Ellis points
out that ‘although language behavior can be described as being rule-
like, this does not imply that language behavior is rule-governed’
(N. Ellis, 1998, p. 638). He uses an analogy to traffic to illustrate this:

Consider a case of emergent systematicity: the growth of queues at
traffic lights on a multi-lane highway. The longer the lights have
been red, the longer the queues. The greater the volume of traffic,
the longer the queues. So far, so obvious. But, more interesting,
typically the lengths of the queues in the various lanes are roughly
equal. There is no prescription to this effect in the Highway Code.
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Instead, the ‘rule’ that equalizes the number of cars in the carriage-
ways emerges from satisfying the constraints of the more basic
goals and behaviors of drivers, traffic planners, cars and time.

(1998, p. 643)

For this example, what looks like a rule is actually the result of,
among other things, each driver independently selecting a particu-
lar lane.

For a language example, let’s consider text messages, which,
although relatively new, exhibit an abbreviated style that make their
genre readily identifiable. These regularities are not the result of
their users following a texting manual that explains that most vow-
els should be omitted and that they should use ‘btw’ instead of the
entire phrase ‘by the way.’ Instead, these rule-like conventions have
been shaped by the medium, which limits the length of the mes-
sage. In addition, the cost of a text message is normally much less
than a phone call, thus many people prefer to hold conversations
this way, making speed important when replying, again encouraging
short forms. Thus, what appears to be rule-governed behavior is really
a flexible set of conventions that have emerged in interaction with fac-
tors as diverse as technological limitations, financial considerations,
and time constraints.

Thus, from this perspective, learning is a matter of perceiving and
processing linguistic input, but it is also driven by non-linguistic fac-
tors, of which cognitive considerations are only one. Larsen-Freeman
and Cameron (2008) emphasize this point:

Learning is not the taking in of linguistic forms by learners, but
the constant adaptation of their linguistic resources in the service
of meaning-making in response to the affordances that emerge in
the communicative situation, which is, in turn, affected by the
learners’ adaptability.

(p. 135)

In other words, each communicative situation, such as a text mes-
sage, offers, as well as constrains, different possibilities (or affor-
dances) for language use. The language learner’s use results from
the interaction of a number of factors, including the message, the
context, and the mutual shaping of the context by the interlocutors.
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If language is learned through the same generalized learning
mechanism used for acquiring other skills, how might we explain
the difficulties that many adult L2 learners have in acquiring a ver-
sion of the target language that is indistinguishable from NS varieties?
Nativists, for instance, are able to explain this as a lack of access to
UG. Emergentists, on the other hand, note that the frequency of cer-
tain forms in one’s native language allows for predictability and thus
fluent use, but this same frequency poses a challenge for acquisition
of an L2. This is because the most frequently used forms tend to
become phonologically reduced (consider how ‘I don’t know’ often
becomes ‘I-oh-no,’ or even simply a sort of humming of the intona-
tion contour), which in turn makes their grammatical construction
more difficult to perceive. This means that they occur, in the percep-
tion of the learner, with less frequency than do content words. Thus,
adults who learn an L2 without instruction often use a form of lan-
guage that exhibits content words, such as nouns and verbs, but with
little or inconsistent use of the less salient elements that carry gram-
matical information, such as verb endings for tense and agreement
(see N. Ellis, 2008 for a thorough explanation of this cycle).

Emergentism seems to suggest exciting avenues for exploring L2
development in a way that privileges neither the cognitive nor the
social, but recognizes learning as the complex interaction of these,
as well as other factors. Although we remain far from being able to
provide a full emergentist account of SLA, let alone one that might be
of use to teachers, Larsen-Freeman and Cameron’s (2008, Chapter 7)
discussion of the ways in which a view of the L2 classroom based
on complexity theory (a perspective related to emergentism) might
change our approach to teaching offers some initial thoughts in this
direction. Some scholars remain cautious in their assessment of emer-
gentism, wary that it merely provides a new metaphor for language
acquisition, rather than a truly new approach. It is worth stepping
back for a moment to consider the role of metaphor in constructing
understanding in general, and specifically with regard to studying
and describing learning.

Conceptualizing learning

Metaphors reflect and shape how we see the world. In doing so
they can help us understand difficult phenomena and spur innova-
tion by opening up new possibilities for viewing familiar objects and
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activities, but at the same time, they can lead us to expect only a nar-
rower set of possible behaviors – those that fit within the metaphor –
and thus restrict our thinking. Anna Sfard (1998) illustrates how this
works using two metaphors for learning: the acquisition metaphor
and the participation metaphor. The first is and has long been dom-
inant. Within the acquisition metaphor, learning is seen as ‘getting
something.’ That ‘something’ may be knowledge, ideas, concepts, or,
of course, language. This can be seen clearly when students suddenly
understand and they cry out, ‘I get it!’ or ‘I have the answer!’ Some
views of learning, such as the innatist model, are quite clearly built
on the acquisition metaphor, using verbs such as these (or their more
formal counterparts, such as ‘acquire’) to describe learning. As Sfard
points out, more recent theories that describe learners as ‘construct-
ing’ knowledge, often through collaboration with others, still rely on
the acquisition metaphor. Although these perspectives see the learner
in more active ways (building the knowledge themselves, rather than
having it given to them by a teacher), they are still seen as doing so
in the interest of making a ‘thing’ their own.

The participation metaphor, of which sociocultural theory is a
good example, is newer and conceptualizes learning as doing or
being. Rather than existing as an object (knowledge) to obtain, action
is emphasized (knowing). When having something gives way to doing
something, learning is understood as changes in the nature of an
individual’s participation as he or she becomes a part of a new
community. Learning, then, is becoming part of something greater.
Knowing is in flux and we do not expect to see it performed in the
same way all the time, as we do with knowledge. Knowing is thus
context-dependent in a way that the more static knowledge is not.
As Sfard is careful to emphasize, participation is a metaphor and not
synonymous with classroom approaches that encourage students to
interact (participate!) in the construction of knowledge. As pointed
out above, many of these perspectives, while ascribing to the impor-
tance of participation in the sense of interaction, also subscribe to the
acquisition metaphor, as they see participation as a way of gaining
individual knowledge. The participation metaphor emphasizes com-
munity and the links between the individual and the community,
where knowledge is communal and distributed among members.
Sfard uses a living organism as a metaphor for understanding the
participation metaphor, explaining that it
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implies that the identity of an individual, like an identity of a
living organ, is a function of his or her being (or becoming) a part
of a greater entity. Thus, talk about the ‘stand-alone learner’ and
‘decontextualized learning’ becomes as pointless as the attempts
to define lungs or muscles without a reference to the living body
within which they both exist and function.

(1998, p. 6)

Thus, rather than implying a specific way of teaching (say, encourag-
ing talk among students), each metaphor suggests a particular way of
answering the question, ‘what is learning?’ (Sfard, 1998, p. 7).

An examination of the four theories described above should make
it clear that an innatist perspective follows the acquisition metaphor.
In this view language is an entity to be acquired by the individ-
ual. Sociocultural theory, on the other hand, draws largely from the
participation metaphor, describing learning as changes in behavior
and emphasizing the communal nature of knowledge. Interaction-
ists largely draw on the acquisition metaphor, but have been moving
more recently toward greater recognition of the possibilities that
viewing learning from a new perspective can yield. Merrill Swain,
for example, who originally used the term ‘output’ (1985), has more
recently moved away from the acquisition metaphor and toward
the participation metaphor, using the term ‘languaging,’ which she
selected because, although it focuses on output, it does so without
the use of the computer metaphor: ‘For me, it conveyed an action – a
dynamic, never-ending process of using language to make meaning’
(Swain, 2006, p. 96). Sfard argues that both metaphors have value for
helping us conceptualize learning, and emergentism may be the per-
spective that comes closest to integrating the two. From this view, it
is more accurate to refer to use/learning rather than one or the other.

The metaphors we use to visualize learning also have consequences
for our teaching, and it is to pedagogy that we now turn at last.

How do we teach language?

As you can tell from the previous section, we are not yet able (nor
are we likely to be able in the near future) to base our pedagogy on a
single theory of language learning. Fortunately, teachers have been
coping with this situation for centuries – and in fact, even when
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presented with a unified theory and a set of principles to follow, few
have done so consistently and to the letter. Experience tells teachers
that they need to adapt, and they do. The question of how to teach is
one to which you probably have more easily accessible opinions than
you may have had for language or learning, having probably selected
your graduate program with ideas of learning about teaching to a
greater extent than about language or learning. In addition, in your
role as a student, you have observed classroom teaching much of your
life, and you likely have memories of particularly stellar instructors
whom you hope to emulate, as well as plans to avoid the behaviors
of those whose classroom performances were boring or even painful.
Let’s take a moment to consider your views on teaching, keeping in
mind the ways that these prior experiences might color your ideas:

• What is your definition of ‘good’ teaching?
• What are the most important qualities of a ‘good’ teacher? Of a

‘good’ student?
• What is the teacher’s role in the classroom? What is the student’s?
• How do you think language learning in a classroom differs from

language learning without formal instruction?

In Chapter 1, I mentioned two points that are worth reiterating
again here. First, I warned against expecting to simply be given a
set of procedures to follow when teaching. Second, I emphasized the
value of teachers’ knowledge and their abilities to continually shape
their pedagogy in response to their learners needs. You probably came
up with a wide variety of responses to the question above, which
signals the inadequacy of attempting to teach all learners through
a single method, and suggests the need for teachers to instead base
their practice on more flexible principles that they can enact as they
see fit for different classes. This is the essence of the postmethod era
in which we find ourselves at present. Below I highlight five facets of
L2 pedagogy that I see as important: meaning/fluency, form/accuracy,
autonomy, awareness, and opportunity.

Meaning/fluency

A legacy of Communicative Language Teaching, activities that focus
on meaning remain a staple of the ESL classroom and are consid-
ered crucial for creating the conditions necessary for L2 development,
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particularly with respect to L2 comprehension and fluency (Long,
1996; DeKeyser, 1998). ‘Meaning-based activities’ refers here to those
that encourage learners to focus their attention on achieving success-
ful communication, more so than on the form that communication
takes. Learners use their L2 resources to construct, modify, and inter-
pret messages, actions that, you will recall, are thought to be impor-
tant for facilitating acquisition, particularly from the interactionist
position. Thus, open-ended activities like debates and discussions
where learners share ideas and opinions are frequently used.

Many of the types of tasks often used by interactionist scholars to
study negotiation of meaning have also emerged as useful pedagogi-
cal devices because unlike in a discussion, they require an exchange
of information for successful task completion. One example of an
information gap task is the flower garden activity (Doughty and Pica,
1986), in which one speaker attempts to follow the instructions of
his or her conversational partner to recreate a garden scene that is
visible only to the person providing the instructions. As you may
imagine, a great deal of meaning is negotiated as different colors
and types of flowers and their specific locations are described. I have
used a similar activity in written form by drawing a simple picture
and writing detailed directions on how to replicate it. My students
then work, sometimes in pairs, sometimes individually, to follow the
instructions to try to create the same picture, which I only show to
them once they have finished the task. This example also illustrates
the often obscured point that ‘communicative’ is not equivalent to
‘oral.’ Reading and writing, too, involve communication and can be
taught communicatively – that is, with a focus on the construction
and interpretation of meaning.

Form/accuracy

In Chapter 1 we noted that Swain (1985) demonstrated that with-
out explicit attention to form, learners may become fluent in the L2,
but fail to develop grammatical accuracy. It is now widely accepted
among researchers and practitioners of ELT that older learners and
especially those who learn an L2 primarily within a classroom require
form-focused instruction in order to develop high levels of gram-
matical accuracy. Form-focused instruction, and particularly that
which involves explicit attention to rules or forms, is an effective
way of producing lasting changes in learners’ language (Norris and
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Ortega, 2000). Those who suffered through language classes in which
they were required to memorize verb paradigms need not fear, how-
ever. Current approaches emphasize that such instruction should
take place within activities that are meaningful to the learner. Note
that the two information gap tasks described above (the flower gar-
den and the drawing task) both implicitly require learners to attend
to form within a communicative framework. Directional terms and
prepositions indicating locations, for example, must be understood
and used appropriately for success in both tasks, whereas in open-
ended discussions learners may be able to avoid particular forms.

In addition to tasks that implicitly require a focus on form, tasks
that are designed to bring certain forms to learners’ attention can also
be designed. One example is the dictogloss task (Wajnryb, 1990) in
which a short text is read fairly quickly to students, who try to copy it
as accurately as possible. After hearing it once or twice, they work in
groups to try to reconstruct the exact text. This involves the learners
in comparing their own output with that of others, and ultimately
with the original text. Doing so helps them notice the differences
and, as I have been delighted to note among my own students,
the lively discussion that ensues on how to resolve these differences
demonstrates a much higher level of engagement than students nor-
mally have with traditional grammar lessons. In addition, students
are then eager to hear a grammatical rule to help them with their
struggle (if they have not already discovered the rule on their own).

Another way to focus on form is in response to student errors, as
part of a teacher’s job is to provide feedback. Thus, a focus on form
need not be planned as part of a stand-alone lesson, but can arise
incidentally in communication with a student and then (possibly)
be integrated into a larger lesson. In such spontaneous responses to
learner talk the ‘lesson’ on L2 form takes place within a meaningful
context. In addition, it is worth noting that while I have suggested
that attention to meaning promotes fluency and attention to form
promotes accuracy, a recent review suggests that the type of integrated
form-focused instruction that we have just discussed can also have a
positive effect on L2 fluency (Spada and Lightbown, 2008).

Autonomy

Promoting autonomy in language learning has become an important
goal for many ELT practitioners. Autonomous learners are responsible
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for and in control of their own learning in the class, and ideally
are able to employ strategies for learning outside the classroom as
well. The move toward greater autonomy for language learners comes
partly from the desire to help students manage their learning better,
but also from a (potentially radical) recognition of what the learner
brings to the educational situation. In this latter view, the teacher is
no longer the center of the classroom, selecting activities and direct-
ing students, who are passive vessels waiting to be filled with the
L2 (recall the acquisition metaphor). The idea is that learners who
have greater control over what happens in the classroom will be more
invested in their own learning – autonomous learners are motivated
learners (for a review of research on autonomy, see Benson, 2007).

Strategy instruction (Oxford, 1990) is one way of increasing learner
autonomy. For example, students might fill out a questionnaire that
helps them uncover their beliefs about learning and their preferred
learning strategies and, in doing so, become aware of others they
might be able to use. Self-assessment is often used, and learners can
also engage in self-directed learning by using new technologies, such
as computer-assisted language learning (CALL) software, as well as
free programs available on the internet. When autonomy is con-
ceived of as a way of altering the balance of power in the classroom,
learners are invited ‘behind the scenes’ as their instructor shares
the goals and pedagogical rationale for certain activities with the
students, something that seems to help even primary school-aged
children take better advantage of language learning opportunities
(Kolb, 2007). In fact, pushing this concept further, teachers can
work together with students to negotiate the curriculum and means
of assessment. Of course, students need support and guidance to
become more autonomous in their learning, and Nunan (1995) sug-
gests a step-by-step approach.

In some contexts autonomy may be more challenging to introduce
than in others. In the US, for example, although the importance of
individuality and student-directed learning are often talked about,
in practice schools are faced with an increasingly homogenizing set
of government assessments, and creating space for autonomy in this
climate is a challenge (van Lier, 2007). In addition, the very idea of
autonomy has been criticized as a Western-based concept, for what
some have seen as an implicit representation of non-Western learn-
ers as passive and non-individualistic. Thus, as with all constructs,
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we must acknowledge its source and history, and work to create an
autonomy that is contextually appropriate, rather than dictated by
outsiders (Schmenk, 2005).

Language awareness

Similar to the way autonomy has been conceived, language aware-
ness, which refers to explicit knowledge about language, comes in
two main versions. The first derives largely from the interactionist
perspective, where the noticing of L2 forms is seen as crucial to L2
development. The teaching of pragmatics, much of which involves
learning what forms are appropriate under what conditions, has also
been recognized as an area where learner attention needs to be drawn
to form-function relationships. The second version, which is often
referred to as critical language awareness, is concerned with power
relations and the ways that these are constructed through language.
From this perspective, learners are not presented with language as
neutral, but rather they examine the ways that it constructs power
and can be used to reproduce inequalities. Identity is central, and
language learning is seen as a process of helping learners appro-
priate the L2 and use it to construct L2 selves with which they
are at ease (for a broad review of language awareness research, see
Svalberg, 2007).

Dictogloss, described above, is one example of an awareness-raising
activity in the first vein in that it focuses learners’ attention on lan-
guage forms and creates a great deal of metalinguistic talk. Exercises
that require learners to analyze language collaboratively in order to
abstract a particular rule also increase language awareness in this
sense. For example, given appropriate samples of language, learners
can deduce, with no help from the teacher, that it is the length of
an adjective in English that determines the type of comparative form
that is used (e.g., ‘smarter than’ vs. ‘more intelligent than’). Activities
designed to raise critical language awareness also tend to be analytic
and exploratory. Learners might, for example, engage in discussions
of varieties of native and non-native accents in English, how these are
perceived, and what the consequences of accented speech can be for
learners. Social justice is an important part of critical language aware-
ness, and the goal of this activity might be to help students develop
speaking strategies not only for comprehensibility, but for expressing
resistance to views based on accent prejudice.
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Because of the discomfort learners may have employing forms
of politeness that are different from their L1 (as a native speaker
of English I have never quite gotten used to the formal French
vous), pragmatic and sociolinguistic norms are often taught using
awareness-raising activities. One way not to do this would be to tell
learners that they must respond to a compliment by deflecting it (e.g.,
‘I love your shirt!’ ‘Thanks. It was a gift from my mother.’), as most
middle-class Americans do. Instead, learners could collect and ana-
lyze compliment responses, and compare them to the way that they
might respond in their native language. In this way, their conscious-
ness about social uses of language is raised, but the forms become
part of an array of choices they can make.

Opportunity

Teachers have long been both baffled and frustrated to find that, no
matter how carefully they plan and implement a lesson, taking into
account the needs, preferences, and interests of their learners, the
students are likely to take away from the lesson something quite dif-
ferent from what the teacher planned. Despite our best intentions to
help them sort out the differences between ‘beautiful,’ ‘handsome,’
and ‘cute,’ learners come with idiosyncratic concerns and agendas,
as well as varying levels of proficiency, and once our vocabulary
lesson is filtered through these academic and social concerns our stu-
dents might have actually learned something about pronunciation
or perhaps a new bit of gossip about a movie star (Slimani, 1992;
Block, 1994).

Wait. Back up. Our vocabulary lesson? That is precisely the kind
of thinking that can give rise to the experience I described. Rather
than assuming we know what our students need and selecting par-
ticular bits of language or content to deliver to our students in
hope that they will learn it, we may do much better to refocus
our energies on the learning opportunities that can be created by
both students and teachers (Crabbe, 2003; Allwright, 2005). Given
the diversity of learners and the complexity of learning, no mat-
ter how attentive and conscientious a teacher is, she or he cannot
know in advance precisely what type of language each student will
need at any given moment to push forward their development. The
shift from teaching to learning moves us away from expectations
that students learn what teachers teach and toward a recognition of
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classroom interaction as a co-construction of both teachers and stu-
dents (Tarone, 2006). It is now ‘our’ vocabulary lesson in the sense of
‘teacher’s and students’.’ This perspective encourages us to focus on
the local context and to take advantage of the learning opportunities
it affords, thus making the material relevant to the learners.

This does not mean that teachers should not plan their courses,
but it does suggest that plans should be flexible and somewhat
open-ended, leaving space for exploration of learner-initiated topics.
Teachers who work under the constraints of a preset curriculum can
also take advantage of this change in perspective, and plan for mul-
tiple, recursive lessons that engage learners with required materials
in a variety of ways. Viewing classroom learning as the creation of
learning opportunities will likely require the ‘scattershot’ approach
mentioned in the previous chapter (Allwright, 2006).

Conclusion

In many ways this chapter has emphasized the idea taken up in
the previous one regarding the multitude of perspectives that com-
prise our field. It is far from a comprehensive survey, and I hope
you will pursue areas of interest to you by tracking down texts that
were cited, as well as looking at the recommended readings. Many
of these will point you in further new directions. This is an exciting
time in TESOL and applied linguistics, as perspectives on language,
learning, and teaching are shifting, with new avenues being explored
and integrated into existing frameworks.

Recommended reading

On language

Widdowson, H. (1993). Proper words in proper places. ELT Journal,
47(4): 317–29.

Widdowson, H. G. (1994). The ownership of English. TESOL Quar-
terly, 28(2): 377–89.

Slightly revised versions of both articles are also available in:

Widdowson, H. (2003). Defining Issues in English Language Teaching.
Oxford: Oxford University Press.
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Although there are many excellent texts discussing issues of lan-
guage, I particularly enjoy Widdowson’s treatment and his careful
argumentation.

On learning

Lightbown, P. and Spada, N. (2006). How Languages are Learned,
3rd edition. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

This is an accessible introduction to first and second language
acquisition written for teachers, with an eye toward the classroom
implications of SLA theory.

VanPatten, B. and Williams, J. (2007). Theories in Second Language
Acquisition: An Introduction. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.

This edited collection will introduce you in greater detail to the
theories from this chapter, as well as several others.

On teaching

Ellis, R. (2005). Principles of instructed language learning. System, 33:
209–24.

Kumaravadivelu, B. (2001). Toward a postmethod pedagogy.TESOL
Quarterly, 35(4): 537–60.

Nation, P. (2007). The four strands. Innovation in Language Learning
and Teaching, 1(1): 2–13.

These three articles make for an interesting comparison of current
postmethod pedagogical recommendations, as they rely on flexible
principles, rather than attempting to outline a method.

On language, teaching, and learning

Kumaravadivelu, B. (2006). Understanding Language Teaching. Mahwah,
NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.

This book is a thorough and balanced discussion of the concepts
introduced in this chapter.

Activities

1. Take a second look at the definitions of language at the opening of
the chapter. What are the implications of each one for teaching?
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2. Write down your initial thoughts on and responses to each of the
main elements: language, teaching, and learning. This is a valu-
able document to retain in its original form and to continue to
revise throughout your career. It forms the basis of a teaching
philosophy, which makes your beliefs and assumptions explicit.
Tracking the ways you revise the statement helps you trace your
growth as a teacher.

3. Below are some sources for teacher-friendly articles based on
research, help with lesson planning, and ideas for activities. Take
a look through these websites for examples of particular activities.
How are they explained in terms of the theories of language, learn-
ing, and teaching that underlie them? This may be explicit, but it
might also be implicit and require some work to interpret:

http://www.llas.ac.uk (Subject Centre for Languages, Linguistics,
and Area Studies)

http://www.cal.org (Center for Applied Linguistics)
http://www.carla.umn.edu (Center for Advanced Research on

Language Acquisition – a US National Language Resource Center
housed at the University of Minnesota)



3
Key Concepts in TESOL

The previous chapter concentrated on the broad areas of language,
learning, and teaching, and in doing so introduced you to a number
of important concepts in the field. We discovered areas in which there
is broad agreement, but also learned more about the wide variety
of perspectives that teachers and researchers hold about L2 teach-
ing and learning. That theme continues in this chapter, as we take a
closer look at some specific concepts related to TESOL. My goal here,
as always, is not to provide a definitive survey, but merely to help
familiarize you with the kinds of ideas you will be learning about in
hopes that this will make it easier when you do encounter them and
so that you might begin to identify areas that are of particular inter-
est to you. If you are reading this book as part of a class where you
are assigned a research project (see Chapter 5 for help on conducting
research) this chapter can be a source of ideas, suggesting avenues for
further inquiry. Whereas in the previous chapter we dealt to a greater
extent with theories of language, teaching, and learning, this chapter
will lean toward the practical, emphasizing many of the issues that
face teachers in the classroom.

Some of these issues have been selected because they are of par-
ticular interest to the field at present, such identities and the use
of technology in language learning. Others, like motivation and
culture, are those about which new students seem to be consis-
tently curious. The chapter is roughly organized from a micro to a
macro view of SLA, beginning with individual differences in learn-
ing and ending with a discussion of the ways in which larger social
influences can affect what happens in the classroom. Other topics
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include the myth of the NS, the nature of classroom discourse, the
possibilities that exist for choosing and developing texts and mate-
rials, and the challenges of L2 assessment. Each item represents a
factor that can influence SLA, and as such they demonstrate the
complexity of the endeavors of teaching and learning additional
languages.

Individual differences

One of the difficulties in developing a single, comprehensive the-
ory of SLA lies in the fact that learning is a human endeavor, and
while we can identify broad trends among large groups, individual
experiences with language learning, and thus the outcomes of learn-
ing, vary extensively. Teachers know that attitudes and expectations,
anxiety, personality, motivation, aptitude, age, and preferred learn-
ing styles and strategies influence language learning behavior and
success. These factors interact with each other, as well as with the
learning context. This is a rich area of research, and a full review
of individual differences and the ways that they can affect L2 learn-
ing is beyond the scope of this text (see, however, Dörnyei, 2005),
so I have selected for discussion two that are of great interest to
teachers and learners, and that are often misunderstood: age and
motivation.

Age

It is commonly believed that children learn language quickly and
easily, and that language learning abilities decline rapidly at a cer-
tain age (often placed at around age 12), making it impossible for
most adults to gain advanced proficiency in an L2. In TESOL, this is
known as the Critical Period Hypothesis, or CPH (Lenneberg, 1967).
Based on this belief, many countries, especially in Asia, are imple-
menting ESL classes with very young children. What truth is there
to the idea that adults cannot learn language as well as children?
Most of us would agree with this, based on our own experiences or
observations of adult L2 learners’ speech, which is usually marked
by an identifiable foreign accent and grammatical inconsistencies,
especially when compared to the language of people who learned as
children. Yet research on the CPH is diverse and findings are often
conflicting, especially given the different ways in which the CPH
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has been conceived (for a concise review, see Singleton, 2005). One
consistent finding is that the youngest learners are the ones who
ultimately attain the highest levels of proficiency. The simplicity of
this statement, however, obscures a situation that is fraught with
complexity.

First, children do generally surpass adults when it comes to
L2 phonology. The speech of children who grow up using multi-
ple languages does have a native accent (if that is what they were
exposed to). It is difficult, however, to find consensus regarding the
ways in which age may constrain the development of other areas
of language. The fact that many adults become highly proficient in
their L2 and at least some adult learners seem to become indistin-
guishable from NSs (Obler, 1989) also poses a problem for a strong
position on the CPH. Instead, a sensitive period, or multiple sensi-
tive periods, for different aspects of language might more accurately
describe the effects of age on language learning. It is crucial for teach-
ers to recognize that advanced L2 proficiency is possible for adults
and to convey this to their adult learners. Too many adults avoid the
study of additional languages, assuming that developing this ability
is beyond their reach.

The issue of age is also clouded by our perceptions of the ease and
speed with which children learn an L2. Yet, as noted in the previ-
ous chapter, children expend years of effort acquiring language, and
those abilities continue to develop even through adolescence. That
governments and parents are willing to spend a great deal of money
to begin teaching their children English at age four instead of at
age 14 does not reflect the ease of child L2 acquisition, but rather
a preference for native-like competence, a questionable goal (see the
NS myth, below). This special dispensation is not afforded to older
learners, however, who are often expected to reach fluency in as little
as one year of L2 immersion. Many readers will be familiar, for exam-
ple, with government policies mandating ESL support for migrant
students for only a short period of time. In fact, many adults do
make rapid gains in L2 syntax and morphology in the initial stages
of learning; however, as with children, L2 development is a lengthy
process. Understanding this is crucial, as this is an important area in
which TESOL practitioners can take the lead in educating those out-
side of the field, such as parents and government officials, in hopes
of influencing educational policies.
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Motivation

Outcomes vary widely among L2 learners, and motivation is one fac-
tor that can at least partially explain this differential achievement.
As you might expect, motivated learners are generally more success-
ful than unmotivated learners. You might be tempted to skip the rest
of this section in favor of finding a book on how to motivate lan-
guage learners, but don’t – that statement does not reveal the entire
story (although you may eventually want to look at the suggestions
provided by Dörnyei and Csizér, 1998). First, studies of motivation
often run into the ‘chicken or egg’ problem: do learners succeed
because they are highly motivated, or do they become motivated
through their success? It is not often possible to determine a causal
link between motivation and outcomes.

It is also difficult to define what motivation is. An early distinc-
tion was made between integrative motivation and instrumental
motivation (Gardner and Lambert, 1972). The former arises from a
learner’s intrinsic interest in the L2, the people who speak it, and their
culture; whereas the latter was seen as grounded in practical matters,
such as the desire to pass a test or obtain employment. Not only are
the two difficult to separate, but they have tended to be perceived as
static, when in fact students may enter a class with low motivation,
but later grow inspired to learn the target language. The opposite, too,
can happen when highly motivated students lose interest in a dull,
repetitive class. In fact, the quality of a language program and the
teaching that goes on in it appear to be among the strongest motiva-
tors for students (Donitsa-Schmidt, Inbar, and Shohamy, 2004). That
means that, as teachers, we shoulder a great deal of the responsibility
for increasing motivation.

Arguing that conceptualizations of (and therefore research on)
motivation obscure the ways that power and identity can affect L2
learners’ attitudes toward the target language and toward learning,
Norton Peirce (1995) suggested ‘investment’ as an alternative view.
Learners will invest in language learning if they expect to gain physi-
cal and social resources (such as money or status) that will eventually
help place them in the social position that they value. From this per-
spective, the desire to learn is seen not as a fixed, internal emotion,
but as something that is shaped by the learner’s experience with
the language and with different speakers. This provides us with a
broader lens through which to examine problems of motivation in



Key Concepts in TESOL 55

our classrooms. Thinking in terms of investment encourages us to
consider learner identities, how those might influence the desire to
learn, and how and why this desire might change across and even
within contexts.

Identity

Current views on identities see them as dynamic, multiple, situated,
and co-constructed. In other words, with our interlocutors’ help, we
present different selves at different times in different contexts. In the
classroom, for example, usually the most salient identities of the par-
ticipants are teacher and student. Students tend to sit at desks and
to ask certain types of questions of teachers. Teachers tend to stand
or sit facing the class and ask different kinds of questions – often
those to which they already know the answer. By engaging in these
and other behaviors, both parties work together to construct these
identities and others that are more specific, such as ‘disorganized
teacher’ or ‘overworked student.’ At times, however, events may arise
that lead the participants to construct identities that have little to
do with the classroom, as individuals position themselves (or oth-
ers) as snowboarders, computer experts, Kenyans, dog-lovers, parents,
or feminists. Thus, from moment to moment in interaction identi-
ties are being constructed and negotiated. Those that are frequently
reconstructed come to be seen as a part of who the individual ‘really
is,’ while others remain momentary creations.

In addition to helping us understand motivation, identity has
become a lens through which L2 development in general has
been viewed. From this perspective, language learning becomes the
‘(re)construction of selves’ (Pavlenko and Lantolf, 2000). Language is
a primary means of constructing our identities, so a lack of L2 pro-
ficiency can be problematic not only from a purely communicative
standpoint, it can also result in feelings of frustration, as speakers feel
unable to show their ‘true’ selves when using their L2 (for accounts of
this, see McKay and Wong, 1996; Siegal, 1996). Power relations that
favor NSs can result in undesirable identities being imposed on L2
users who lack linguistic resources to be able to resist these position-
ings and construct new identities (see Harklau, 2000; Miller, 2004 for
examples). If we see language and identity as mutually constitutive,
the goal of language teaching then is to help learners’ develop the
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resources with which to construct their desired L2 identities. This is
often addressed through activities designed to raise learners’ critical
language awareness (see the more detailed discussion of this below).

Identity has also been recognized as an important part of language
teacher development. Graduate school can be seen as a place where
your identity changes from student to teacher, and where you dis-
cover options for the kind of teacher you hope to be. Investigations of
teacher education suggest that learning to teach is less about acquir-
ing skills and more an ongoing process of identity construction, in
which personal, professional, and sociopolitical factors all play an
important role in shaping the possibilities (Pavlenko, 2003; Clarke,
2008). Identity remains important in the classroom, as students and
teacher co-construct identities and create a classroom culture. Duff
and Uchida (1997), for example, show the complex ways in which
four different teachers of English in Japan construct identities in the
classroom, navigating through student expectations, administrative
and curricular responsibilities, and personal politics and ideological
preferences. Finally, it is important to note that language teacher
identity can be particularly fragile when the teacher is an L2 user of
English. More attention is being paid to promoting the advantages of
being a bilingual teacher and to dislodging the belief in the superior-
ity of NS models (see the next section), as a way of helping non-native
English speaking teachers (NNESTs) develop confident professional
identities (Braine, 1999; Brutt-Griffler and Samimy, 1999; for a review
of NNEST issues, see Moussu and Llurda, 2008).

The native speaker myth and multicompetence

Strictly speaking, the term ‘native speaker’ refers to that person’s
relationship to the language he or she learned first. Yet, as schol-
ars have pointed out, the phrase often takes on a whole set of
connotations regarding national and ethnic affiliation, authenticity,
expertise, intuition, and fluency (Rampton, 1990; V. Cook, 1999).
Being a NS of English, for example, is thought by many to also entail
the speaker’s having white skin and citizenship in Australia, Britain,
Canada, or the US. Yet by no means do these assumptions follow
merely from learning that someone is a NS of English. Our global-
ized economy means that many people travel to foreign countries
for work and education, often with families. A Korean family, for
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example, may move to France to work and send their children to
an American school. Children raised in these families or in other
multilingual environments rarely have a clear, one-to-one relation-
ship among their linguistic, national, and ethnic affiliations; nor are
their levels of proficiency usually equal in all the languages they
use. The notion of authenticity is also called into question in these
and other situations. Quite often the varieties of English used in
former colonies, such as Singapore or India, are regarded as less
‘authentic’ (and thus less desirable) than the varieties spoken in Inner
Circle countries (see Chapter 2), despite the fact that they are spoken
natively by many. In a world in which most people who use English
learned it as an additional language, the authenticity of the NS is seri-
ously called into question. We must also recognize that just as levels
of expertise, intuition, and fluency can be quite low among some NSs
of a language, they can be very high among some NNSs.

Ben Rampton (1990) suggests that we instead examine individ-
ual language use and choices in terms of expertise, affiliation, and
inheritance. Taking the hypothetical Korean family discussed in the
previous paragraph, Korean could be described as the language of the
children’s language of inheritance, but it is quite possible that they
may have greater expertise in English and French, as the languages
they use in more contexts than Korean. The language(s) they affili-
ate with would be the one(s) that they felt most comfortable using,
in which they felt most ‘themselves.’ Rampton’s proposal allows us
to take into account the broader social context in which languages
are learned and to move away from judging L2 users’ proficiency in
relation to NSs or, as Vivian Cook (1999) puts it, positioning them as
‘failed native speakers’ (p. 195).

Vivian Cook (1991, 1992) examined a variety of research compar-
ing the language use and cognition of monolinguals and multilin-
guals and concluded that the language knowledge of each group
is fundamentally different. While some have posited separation of
two language systems in the brain, Cook concluded that the two (or
more) systems were not separate, and proposed the term multicom-
petence to describe the language knowledge of multilinguals. This
perspective has provided a new, more positive self-representation for
those who may have formerly claimed the identity of ‘non-native
speaker.’ A multicompetent language user is not someone who has
failed to reach NS competence, but someone whose experiences with
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languages have allowed her or him to develop a different set of
linguistic resources. For teachers, helping students develop multi-
competence (rather than NS abilities) implies a new, more realistic
set of goals and models, and provides learners with an additional
way to conceive of their multilingual identity (for more teaching
implications, see V. Cook, 1999).

Classroom discourse

Language itself is obviously an important issue in the classroom. We
have already discussed the challenges teachers face in selecting a vari-
ety of English to teach (Chapter 2). Here I would like to examine three
other issues related to classroom L2 learning: the structure of class-
room discourse, the use of the L1, and the question of what counts
as legitimate language in the classroom.

Initiation–response–feedback

Most classroom language exhibits a number of features that are par-
ticular to that context, such as the tendency mentioned above for
teachers to ask questions to which they already know the answer.
Another predominant characteristic of classroom discourse is the
way it is often structured around the initiation–response–feedback
(IRF) sequence (Sinclair and Coulthard, 1975). Most conversational
sequences work as pairs, for example, question–answer or greeting–
greeting, but the three-part pattern is a common feature of classroom
discourse and looks something like this:

Teacher: (holding up a book) This is a . . .?
Student: A book?
Teacher: Yes! A book. Good.

This interactive structure was subjected to a great deal of criticism,
particularly as we moved toward trying to provide classroom learn-
ers with opportunities for authentic (see more on this troublesome
concept below) communication.

Indeed, it is rare in most conversation for adults to engage in
the evaluation of each other’s utterances in this way, but more
recently the potential value of the IRF sequence has been recognized.
Hossein Nassaji and Gordon Wells (2000), for example, showed how
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the third part of the sequence in content classes (mostly science and
literature) can actually serve more as encouragement than evaluation
for the students. In addition, this space can also be used to challenge
the students to defend, explain, or create counter-arguments. In such
cases, the IRF structure temporarily gives way to more conversational
and egalitarian discourse (for an examination of IRF possibilities in
the L2 classroom, see Richards, 2006). As a different way to exploit
this pattern for learning purposes, J. R. Martin and David Rose (2005)
advocate a conscious, structured use of the IRF format as a way of
increasing access to literacy and genre awareness. They suggest using
the initiation move as a means of preparing the students to respond
successfully, and the feedback as a place to elaborate on responses,
pointing out key textual features. Used in this way, the third move in
the triadic sequence is also positively affirming, as the students have
been prepared in the initial move to provide successful responses. In
other contexts, Hansun Waring (2008) shows how a positive assess-
ment of a student’s response can have the unintended and negative
consequence of presenting the matter under discussion as a closed
case, thus discouraging further questions from students that might
explore other possible responses.

The IRF pattern is one that many teachers fall into unconsciously,
having been socialized into its use in their own education. As the
examples discussed above demonstrate, its use is not inevitable, nor
can it be categorically labeled as helpful or harmful to learning, as
the effects are different across contexts. It is also worth noting that
the three-part sequence discussed here is just one type of classroom
discourse. Students also learn in groups or pairs, and in whole-class
discussions that do not follow this pattern. All this suggests that it is
important for teachers to learn about the structure and possibilities
of classroom discourse, to be aware of their own language choices,
and to consider whether and how they are using the IRF or other
patterns of interaction to support their students’ learning. The issue
of what language(s) to use in the L2 classroom also falls under this
umbrella.

L1 use

When I first started teaching English in Cameroon, I worked hard to
ensure that my students spoke only English in class, and after two
years I had become expert at using only English to explain abstract
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vocabulary like ‘freedom’ or complex grammatical constructions like
the past perfect (I had already eaten when he arrived). Even when
my students grew frustrated with being able to only speak English
to me or when an English explanation took three times as long as
a quick translation, because my students were learning to commu-
nicate by immersing themselves in the language it was worthwhile.
Or was it?

While extensive use of the L1 is not advisable, neither is exclusive
use of the L2. Studies that have closely examined the nature of L1 use
during L2 tasks have shown not only that very little L1 use constitutes
off-task talk, but more importantly that the L1 is used to support
the L2 work. Learners working collaboratively tend to use their L1
to help each other come to an understanding of the task and their
respective roles in completing it, and to help each other with con-
structing L2 forms (Anton and DiCamilla, 1998; Swain and Lapkin,
2000). In addition, Elsa Auerbach (1993) points out that imposition
of the exclusive use of English is a political as much as a pedagogical
choice, as it enforces unequal relations of power between students
and teachers, denying students’ prior experiences and limiting their
language to childlike uses. Although it may seem like common sense
to do so, forcing exclusive use of the L2 may actually impede learning
(for a review, see Turnbull and Arnett, 2002).

Legitimate language

The previous section introduces the idea that some languages (such
as L1s) may not be considered legitimate for use in the L2 classroom.
Certain uses of the L2 are often not seen as appropriate for or facilita-
tive of learning either. In general, the ESL classroom has favored the
use of transactional discourse, that is, talk involving an exchange of
information. Hence, we see activities that involve learners in ordering
food in restaurants, asking for directions, or explaining and justi-
fying an opinion. These are generally seen as ‘authentic’ uses of
language and they are accompanied whenever possible by the use
of ‘authentic’ materials, such as copies of menus from a predomi-
nately English-speaking country. While there is nothing inherently
wrong with transactional discourse, it represents only a small por-
tion of authentic language use. Instead, as Guy Cook (2000) points
out, language is regularly used in creative ways, as well as for playful
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and aggressive purposes; thus our learners should have opportuni-
ties to engage with a much wider variety of language forms and
functions.

While games and play have always had a place in the ESL class-
room, these have tended to be used more as a diversion, and not
necessarily as a means of acquisition. Yet, recent research suggests
that language play may facilitate SLA. In one classroom I examined
with my colleague Anne Pomerantz (Pomerantz and Bell, 2007), play
was rarely sanctioned, and even when it was, both the teacher and
students did not see it as a legitimate activity, but rather as a break
from the serious business of learning. There was, in fact, a great deal
of language play during ‘serious’ group discussions, but it remained
covert and hidden from the teacher. Yet it was here that the most
complex and varied linguistic forms were used, suggesting that stu-
dents were expanding their communicative repertoires – that is, they
were learning. This example, as well as other research (see Broner
and Tarone, 2001; Bell, 2005; Tocalli-Beller and Swain, 2007), suggests
that we should broaden our conceptions of legitimate and authentic
language. Similar issues can be raised about the texts and materials
used in the L2 classroom.

Materials and materials development

Complaining about textbooks is a favorite activity of ESL teachers.
We can never find exactly what we want, which is unsurprising given
that textbooks are made to be marketed to as wide as possible an audi-
ence. Yet even teachers who are allowed to select their own materials
often use them. Textbooks lend structure to a class, making it eas-
ier for an instructor to organize a course and for the students to see
the logical progression. They also make both students’ and teachers’
lives easier by providing a ready source of activities and reference
materials in one place. Text evaluation is a local matter and any pre-
conceived checklist will overlook local conditions. When selecting
a text, it is instead wiser to begin with a broad plan and create an
evaluation checklist that takes into account student, teacher, admin-
istrative, and societal needs and goals (for guidelines, see Littlejohn,
1998; Tomlinson, 2003).

Textbooks can also be overly restricting, and the readings and activ-
ities they contain may not be precisely suitable for the course or the
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population. It is a rare textbook that does not need to be adapted
in some way. For instance, a book may contain too much explicit
presentation of grammar and need to be balanced with activities
that implicitly raise learners’ awareness of L2 forms. Sometimes the
readings are inappropriate or outdated given the students’ age, inter-
ests, or culture, and outside readings must be added. In such cases
it may also be feasible to use the readings, but not in the way the
authors envisioned. I once taught a teacher education course where
my textbook, which had been selected by the administration, advo-
cated holistic assessment of student performance. Yet this same text
gave teachers single, numerical scores on discrete skills. Rather than
simply ignore this discrepancy, I used it as an opportunity to discuss
with the students the differences between various types of perfor-
mance evaluations and whether, when, and how each type might
work for teachers or students. In addition to adapting the materi-
als, many teachers opt to supplement a text with other readings, or
even forgo it completely in favor of developing their own curricu-
lum. Options for supplemental materials are limitless, and include
brochures, advertisements, audio or video broadcasts, websites,
student-created texts, and a variety of new technologies, discussed
in the following section. For more on materials evaluation, adap-
tation, and development see Brian Tomlinson’s (1998, 2003) edited
collections.

The question of authenticity, discussed above in terms of classroom
discourse, can also be raised with regard to materials. There are those
who advocate the sole use of materials that are authentic in the sense
that they have been written for a native or highly proficient L2 user
audience, such as newspaper articles, train schedules, and television
shows. Advocates of this approach suggest that the texts and the tasks
be carefully selected to fit the learners’ level of proficiency. For exam-
ple, beginning-level learners might be asked to listen for one or two
specific bits of information in a short clip of a television show, while
more advanced students could be asked to explain and refute a cer-
tain point of view presented in the program. While many teachers
are in favor of the use of such texts, others argue that a curriculum
adapted or created specifically for L2 learners is more appropriate.
Although some people share tales of learning to swim by themselves
after having been thrown into the water, most of us were fortunate
enough to have someone hold us up in the water, show us how to
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float and give us instruction as to how to move our arms and legs.
Materials created for learning purposes may provide a similar type of
support (for a survey of both perspectives, see Gilmore, 2007). Know-
ing the advantages and possibilities of both types of materials will
allow you to make selections that are appropriate for your teaching
context.

Technology and language learning

Technological developments, too, have provided numerous ways for
teachers to supplement and create course materials. At the simplest
level, the web offers an endless source of text, audio, and video for
the L2 classroom. Even those tools that are familiar and easy for most
computer users to interact with can be harnessed for innovative pur-
poses (see, e.g., Shei, 2008, on the possibility of using the search
engine Google to teach formulaic language). Texts can be enhanced
to support L2 readers and encourage noticing of particular forms,
by highlighting new vocabulary or structures and providing pop-up
or rollover graphics, audio, video, or text that give further informa-
tion. Web or computer-based writing can make it easy for learners
to collaborate, revise, track changes, and get feedback from multiple
sources. The internet also expands the classroom, allowing students
to interact in multiple ways: through email or chat rooms, by pod-
casting or blogging, in multiuser domains and virtual spaces (e.g.,
the popular Second Life), and via videoconferencing (such as through
Skype).

These changes offer exciting new possibilities for teachers in
regions where the internet is widely used, but we must be careful not
to assume that they will intrinsically promote L2 development. Dis-
cussions that take place in chat rooms do not automatically produce
more complex student language (Abrams, 2003), and intercultural
telecollaborations do not ensure that cross-cultural understanding
will develop (Belz, 2003). Rather, it is how the technologies are used
that makes the difference, thus interaction, content, language, and
task design all remain important considerations. This is a rapidly
changing area in TESOL, and journals such as CALICO, Computer-
Assisted Language Learning, ReCALL, and Language Learning and Tech-
nology are good places to learn about the latest developments and to
find reviews of software and web learning tools. (For recent reviews



64 A Student’s Guide to the MA TESOL

of the field, see Chun, 2008, as well as the 2007 issue of the Annual
Review of Applied Linguistics, which was devoted to technology and
language learning.)

Culture

As language teachers, culture is a constant underlying theme in our
profession. You may be familiar with the Whorfian hypothesis, which
states, in short, that the structure of language determines the way
we think. Whorf’s hypothesis is no longer tenable in this strong ver-
sion, but we do recognize that language does at least influence the
ways we see the world. Thus, learning a language is inextricable from
learning a culture. This is an easy enough proposition for teachers
to deal with if we conceive of culture in terms of food, holidays,
and a few easily identifiable and simply explained customs or val-
ues. Yet as anyone who has lived in a new country knows, culture
lies much deeper than this, expressing itself in subtle ways that go
unrecognized until confronted by difference. Furthermore, cultures
are neither static nor monolithic. As an American, it is rare that I
explain a fellow American’s odd (to me) behavior in terms of culture.
That is, I would not be inclined to observe, ‘Of course he would do
that. He’s American.’ In such cases, we instead appeal to some trait
of the individual, an implicit recognition that cultures exist along
with extensive individual variation and change. And for teachers of
English the problem, just as with language (see Chapter 2), becomes
which culture to teach?

Teachers may extract cultural information from the local cul-
ture, the target culture, or an international culture (Cortazzi and
Jin, 1999). Using materials that draw on the students’ own cul-
ture may help them gain intercultural competence through analysis
of their own beliefs and values. Many textbooks, however, use the
second option and select a target culture from which to take this
type of information. Students may find this interesting, but there
is also a danger, particularly in EFL settings where students have
little or no contact with members of the target culture, of leav-
ing the students with a vastly oversimplified view of behavioral
norms and values. The third option requires us to define what we
mean by ‘international culture.’ This might be done with refer-
ence to cultures that may be familiar to the students, such as the
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international cultures of anime, business, or hip-hop. More generally
it might entail using materials that increase students’ intercultural
awareness and strategies for coping with misunderstanding, thus
encouraging them to gain broad intercultural competence. Claire
Kramsch (1993) advocates a slightly different approach, where stu-
dents critically examine both their own and the target culture, and
emphasis is placed on difference, both between and within cultures.
By raising learner awareness of their own and the target culture
norms she hopes to help them find a ‘third space,’ an intercultural
space.

The third space option seems particularly relevant with respect to
the teaching of L2 pragmatic norms. Unlike with grammar, where
certain rules of word order, for example, must be followed, pragmatic
‘rules,’ such as how to respond to a compliment, should instead be
construed as flexible guidelines. For example, while a simple expres-
sion of appreciation is a common response to compliments among
middle-class Americans, depending on the individuals and the cir-
cumstances, you might also hear reactions like ‘Shut up!’ or ‘I’m glad
you noticed’ following a statement like ‘I love your shirt!’ These rules
of use are intimately tied to identity, as noted above, and even when
L2 users are familiar with NS norms, they may view them critically
and thus choose not to follow them (Hinkel, 1996). This suggests
that we need to present learners with options for creating that third
space in which they can use language that is appropriate and also
comfortable for them.

Methods for teaching culture have been shifting away from feed-
ing learners ‘facts’ about the target culture or lists of phrases arranged
on a continuum from more to less polite. Many teachers are opt-
ing instead to help learners explore their own and the target culture,
much as anthropologists do.

Through structured observation, interviews, analysis of conversa-
tions, and reflection learners can increase their awareness of cultur-
ally specific ways of interacting and learn to identify cues to help
them interpret different behaviors. Because appropriate language
use can only be assessed in context, such explorations are promis-
ing for pragmatics as well (for ideas for developing such activities,
see Riggenbach, 1999; for more on teaching culture from the per-
spective of English as an international language, see McKay, 2002;
Holliday, 2005).
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Assessment

Although the topics in each of these sections are worthy of book-
length treatment, language assessment stands out more than the
rest in this respect. Specialists in assessment must first define lan-
guage ability (are we measuring an internal competence or should
we count ability as seen by actual use?), and then decide how best
to sample and measure that proficiency. Discrete point tests are one
type of assessment with which many readers will be familiar. These
ask students to display knowledge of a specific element of language,
as is done on the grammar section of the paper-based TOEFL (for
sample questions, go to www.ets.org). These tests can be criterion-
referenced or norm-referenced. That is, they can be designed to see
whether an individual meets particular objectives (criteria), or they
can compare an individual to others who took the same test, to see
where that person stands with respect to the norm or average. Tests
that are designed to assess large populations, such as the TOEFL and
IELTS, work hard to ensure reliability and validity, but are usually
not regarded as ideal measures of proficiency. Many other options
exist, such as portfolios, task-based assessments, self-assessments, and
oral interviews, but these are usually considered too costly to imple-
ment on a large scale. Understanding assessment is a crucial part of
language teaching because it is often a high-stakes, anxiety-inducing
activity for students, and also dictates what will be taught.

Evaluation is often a high-stakes venture because it acts as a
gate-keeping device. For instance, students are often evaluated for
placement purposes, and a low placement may mean that they need
to spend more time (and therefore more money) to reach a certain
level. ESL students in primary and secondary schools that employ
tracking or streaming (a practice whereby students are grouped by
ability level) are disproportionately placed in lower tracks due to
language difficulties, rather than by their learning ability, and/or
because of poor assessment procedures that are unable to separate
out the two. Too often the result is a long-term disadvantage, in that
ESL students receive lower-quality instruction and are not enrolled
in the types of courses that will lead them to a university edu-
cation (Callahan, 2005). Other summative assessments are those
that decide whether or not a student advances to the next level
or is admitted to a particular school. In these cases, the means of
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assessment end up determining – or at least strongly influencing –
the content of the class. Teachers are often caught between working
as agents of a system they may disagree with or of upholding pro-
fessional standards and teaching material that they believe will help
the students learn the language, rather than simply pass the tests
(Shohamy, 2005). Ethics and power play an important role in lan-
guage assessment, and teachers must be aware of this and of their
own role in the institutional process.

Assessment also takes place on an ongoing basis during class, and
it helps the teacher see how the students are developing and in what
areas they may need additional instruction or practice. Such forma-
tive assessment practices can also act as a check of the teaching as
well as learning – if an unusually high number of students fail a test,
it is likely that the prior teaching of the material, or the test itself,
are to blame. It is through ongoing assessment, too, that teachers can
work to counterbalance the negative effects that a poorly conceived
national examination may have on student learning. Assessment
done within the context of the class has the potential to be more
democratic and to better serve the learning needs of the students.
Teachers and learners can design and negotiate assessment instru-
ments and goals, and work toward evaluations that are regarded by
all stakeholders as fair and accurate measures of language ability (for
principles of test design, specifically, see Bachman and Palmer, 1996).

Globalization and the internationalization of education have
increased demand for accurate, unified instruments for assessing L2
proficiency (McNamara, 2004; for discussion of some of these new
tests, see also Hudson, 2005). The very same forces that call for broad,
standardized assessment, however, also force us to acknowledge the
many local and international varieties of English that have developed
with globalization, as well as the ways that English is used in multi-
lingual contexts. Suresh Canagarajah (2006) suggests that rather than
looking for the extent to which an individual conforms to the norms
of a single variety of English (say, Standard American English), we
instead seek information about the individual’s complete repertoire
and the ways in which it is strategically drawn on for successful com-
munication in specific contexts. Thus, the current pull is for both
broader and more local assessments. (For reviews of this complex
and rapidly changing area of applied linguistics, see Alderson and
Banerjee, 2001, 2002).
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Societal influences on language teaching

This chapter has thus far alluded to a number of factors that may
affect the activities an ESL teacher is able to do in the classroom, such
as textbook choices and access to technology. Larger social, politi-
cal, historical and economic forces and conditions, too, influence the
work of teachers.

This becomes apparent when we compare the educational success
of poor and minority populations to more affluent, dominant groups,
which clearly show the negative educational effects of low socioeco-
nomic status and racism (Ogbu, 1983; Heller, 1994; Lin, 1999; Kanno,
2008). In this section I will briefly outline several examples of the
ways that social conditions can affect teaching.

With regard to immigrant and refugee populations in the US, Elsa
Auerbach (1995) demonstrates how ideology and attitudes regarding
these groups manifest themselves in the ESL classroom. She points
out that often programs are held in less desirable or out-of-the way
locations, such as small, windowless basement rooms or after hours
in elementary schools, where adult students must fold themselves
into cramped children’s desks. The students’ low status is reinforced
by the content of many textbooks for newcomers, which socialize
them into the role of subservient laborers. For example, students are
taught polite expressions of acquiescence to use with the boss, but are
not informed of ways to politely express concern about dangerous
workplace conditions. On an individual level, teachers can opt to
discuss these inequities with students, but the societal message still
comes through in the class, informing the students of their low status
in their new community.

Teacher-centered classrooms and choral repetition have been
observed in many language classrooms around the world, but the
causes and consequences of this type of interaction vary widely
according to societal influences. In China, Martin Cortazzi and Lixian
Jin (1996) note that socialization into this ‘culture of learning’ that
emphasizes obedience and involves students in repetition of utter-
ances modeled by the teacher, choral reading, and memorization
through repetition begins early. China’s one-child policy is men-
tioned as one contributing factor to this style of interaction, as many
children have grown up rather spoiled as the only child of doting par-
ents. Thus, teachers are faced with a class of undisciplined students
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who must be taught to work within a group and to take others’ needs
into account. Cortazzi and Jin find that far from encouraging passive,
dependent learners, the teacher-centered classroom in China leads to
high levels of competency, as students strive to be mentally active
in class and to seek answers outside of class time, rather than ask
questions in class.

A similar interactive style in KwaZulu classrooms in post-apartheid
South Africa results in dismal learning outcomes and high dropout
rates, yet teachers there were resistant to change involving the use
of more communicative activities, as Keith Chick (1996) found. He
describes the oral practices these teachers and students engage in as
a type of ‘safe-talk,’ in which both collude to present an impression
of learning taking place, while hiding the fact of low English profi-
ciency. Chick notes that this face-saving style of interaction has its
origins in apartheid, during which schools in black homelands were
funded at a much lower rate than those for whites, and teachers in
those areas often did not hold professional credentials and lacked
training and proficiency in English. Despite efforts to close the gap,
the historical legacy of segregation remains, perpetuating a cycle of
school failure for KwaZulu students.

Teacher-fronted classrooms are also the norm in the portrait
Canagarajah (1999) shares of Tamil students and teachers struggling
with English education under the legacy of colonialism and in the
midst of war. Under these conditions, resources like paper are scarce,
and neither funding nor time permits teachers to create their own
class materials. With no blackboards or chalk, they must instead
rely on textbooks that are donated by Western agencies, and even
these are scarce. Without enough texts for students, the teacher is
thrust into the role of the ‘knower,’ limiting student interaction in
favor of a teacher-fronted mode. Although students were highly moti-
vated to learn English, a prerequisite for university admission, their
resistance to these classroom practices was evident in the graffiti
they added to their American-culture based textbook, as well as in
their responses to in-class activities. Canagarajah understands this as
resistance to linguistic imperialism, thus situating student responses
within a political and historical context.

It is often difficult to separate the ways in which these macro forces
create change. The interaction among history, economics, politics,
and society are complex, but without a doubt they do influence what
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we do in the classroom. This often happens in ways we do not rec-
ognize unless we are able to step back and reflect. Developing an
awareness of these issues is important for, as educators, we too have
the potential to influence society.

Conclusion

In this chapter I have outlined a number of areas that must be of
interest and concern for TESOL practitioners, as a way of familiarizing
you with a broad array of issues, as well as helping you develop your
expectations about the MA TESOL. We will turn now, in Part II, from
examining the field of TESOL itself to exploring what it is like to
study in an MA TESOL program.

Recommended readings

Because the subjects covered in this chapter have been quite diverse,
you will best find more information about specific topics by pursuing
those works that have been cited within each section. However, as an
additional source for learning about the key concepts in our field you
may also want to look through available handbooks:

Davies, A. and Elder, C. (2004). The Handbook of Applied Linguistics.
Malden, MA: Blackwell.

Hinkel, E. (2005). Handbook of Research in Second Language Teaching
and Learning. New York: Routledge.

Kaplan, R. (2002). The Oxford Handbook of Applied Linguistics. Oxford:
Oxford University Press.

Activities

1. Individual differences such as attitudes and expectations, anxi-
ety, personality, motivation, aptitude, age, and preferred learning
styles and strategies interact with other aspects of the ESL class-
room discussed in this section. How might the ways that the
structure of classroom interaction, the materials used, technol-
ogy, and assessment procedure influence some of these individual
traits?

2. As a way of looking at the manner in which identities are
co-constructed, consider how you, the reader, are positioned
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throughout this book. Where do you see evidence that you are
being positioned as a teacher, a colleague, or a student? How do
you react to these different identities?

3. Despite the problematic nature of the construct, many schools
insist upon hiring native English speakers to teach their ESL
courses. Yet, L2 users of English have strengths as teachers that
native English speakers who come from outside the local culture
do not share. Can you think of what some of those strengths
might be? (See discussion below.)

4. What kinds of interaction have been emphasized in language
classes you have taken? How did you react to the different
formats?

5. Find an ESL textbook to review. Look carefully at the table of con-
tents, messages to teacher and student, and at the content of the
chapters and answer the following questions:

a. Where and with what type of learner might this text be used?
b. How is the language presented?
c. What roles does the text encourage for the teacher? For the

learners?
d. What types of tasks, activities, and interactional structures are

encouraged?
e. What cultures are treated in this book and how? (Note that this

may be more implicit than explicit.)
f. How is learner progress assessed?
g. If you were to use this text, how might you do so? What would

you want to change or supplement and how?

6. Go to the website of the International Language Testing Associ-
ation (ILTA: http://www.iltaonline.com) and look at the code of
ethics. Why do you think that this is given such a prominent place
on the website? Is language testing different with regard to ethics
than other types of testing?

7. While you are at the ILTA site, look in the Code of Practice at the
Rights and Responsibilities of Test Takers. Think about a language
test that you have taken. To what extent were these upheld by you
and the test administrator?

8. Consider the context in which you expect to teach. What kinds of
social, historical, economic, and political factors do you imagine
influence that classroom and how?
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Discussion of Question 3

According to Barbara Seidlhofer (1999; see also Medgyes, 1992) non-
native English speaking teachers of English have advantages over NSs
in that they can:

• provide an authentic and attainable model of L2 acquisition
and use;

• anticipate areas of English language and culture that will be chal-
lenging to their students, having gone through the same process
themselves;

• reinterpret current theories and materials to use them in a manner
that is locally appropriate and meaningful.



Part II

Studying for your MA TESOL



4
Learning to Learn in Graduate
School

As someone who is applying or has already been accepted to a grad-
uate program, you most likely already have many years of formal
schooling behind you and have proven yourself to be a successful
student. Take a moment to consider your academic experiences:

• How did you learn what it means to be ‘a good student’?
• How did ‘being a good student’ change in different contexts, say

between secondary school and university?
• What kinds of academic texts have you been asked to write, and

how did you learn to write them appropriately?

Some people may be able to point to a particular teacher or men-
tor who helped them become successful students, but for many, the
answers to these questions will be vague: ‘I don’t know. I just learned
it!’ This implicit socialization is probably the norm, and while it
has served many students adequately, learning through discovery
is not always fast, easy, or painless, nor does it serve all students.
The goal of this chapter is to share with you some of the behav-
ioral norms and expectations you are likely to encounter as you
study for your MA TESOL, and hopefully save you the frustration
of trying to decipher them alone and from scratch. Note, how-
ever, that these are only guidelines: actual behavior and expectations
may vary.

Let’s first take a brief look at the types of assignments you may
anticipate doing during your MA program. Chances are you will do a
great deal of reading and writing in order to fulfill the requirements

75
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for each course you take. You might be asked to design a lesson or
unit plan, write a teaching philosophy, write up an observation of
another teacher, keep a reading journal, write a book review, or com-
pile an annotated bibliography. Some of your course requirements
will probably involve oral presentations. For example, you might be
asked to teach a short lesson to your classmates or to lead a discussion
about an article. You should also expect to work frequently in pairs
or small groups. TESOL practitioners tend to value collaboration and
therefore may ask you to co-author papers, as well. Your professors
normally give these assignments to help you develop as a teacher
and to assess that development, but also as an invitation to explore
the field and learn more about specific areas you might want, or need,
to know about.

I have introduced a variety of typical assignments to give you an
idea of projects you might be asked to do, but in practice these are
far from transparent. For example, in one class of first-year TESOL
students, I asked them to write a ‘reflective paper’ discussing and
exploring (that is, ‘reflecting upon’) their beliefs about language,
teaching, and learning. The goal of this paper, to my mind, was to
move them in the direction of a statement of their teaching phi-
losophy, a document they would need to include in their portfolio
for graduation. At the same time, another professor had also asked
these students to write a ‘reflective paper,’ but it seemed to them that
he was asking for a very different kind of text. For that assignment
students were asked to ‘reflect upon’ specific readings for the class,
discussing their impressions of an article, linking it to their own expe-
riences, and perhaps raising questions or points of concern. This led
us to discuss not only the points in common about these papers,
but also the ways in which graduate students can learn about their
professors’ expectations and negotiate assignments.

The rest of this chapter is divided into two main sections which,
I hope, will help you find ways of interpreting and negotiating assign-
ments and classroom expectations. The first section discusses class
participation and interaction with professors and peers. The sec-
ond introduces the concept of academic literacy. It describes some
of the challenges you may face learning to compose the academic
and professional genres of the discipline in graduate school, includ-
ing a discussion of the contentious and often confusing issue of
plagiarism.
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Interacting with professors and peers

Most TESOL professors have taught ESL themselves and try to demon-
strate the same sound educational practices in their teacher education
courses that they use in their ESL classes. Because of this, depending
on your previous educational experiences, your MA TESOL course
may seem exceptionally active. Recall from Chapter 2 the discussion
of the importance of interaction in language learning, particularly
from the sociocultural perspective. Indeed, following Lev Vygotsky,
talking is considered to be an important aid to learning in general,
and your courses are likely to be a mix of small group discussions,
whole-class discussions, and some lectures.

In each of these formats, student participation is expected and
usually encouraged. This often includes the lecture. Most profes-
sors welcome questions and comments during their lectures and do
not perceive them as interruptions. Given the value our profession
places on the student and on interactive teaching methods, many
of us are often reluctant to lecture. I sometimes even announce
apologetically that I must ‘exercise my professorial right to the floor’
when I need to lecture, a statement that acknowledges that extended
monologues by the instructor, while usual in many university class-
rooms, are not considered the norm here. In fact, your professors
may engage in typical lecturing behavior (that is, standing or sitting
in front of the class and talking for an extended period of time),
but they may not identify these actions as ‘lecturing,’ instead see-
ing this as a whole-class discussion. It is usually a good idea to
take notes during these (non-!) lectures, even though it is unlikely
that you will encounter many traditional examinations during your
coursework.

Group work tends to be more prevalent than lectures in MA TESOL
courses and can cover a wide variety of activities, perhaps the most
common being the group discussion. This may involve unstructured,
student-led talk about a previously assigned article, or a more struc-
tured activity in which the professor provides a topic, problem, or set
of questions to which a group must respond. The response might be
given in writing or, frequently, one member of each group is asked
to summarize their group’s discussion. You may also be assigned
graded group projects, including, for example, collaboratively written
papers, presentations, or lesson plans.
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Working with peers can be intimidating if you feel that they are
more knowledgeable, but it also gives you a chance to try out new
ideas with a small, usually sympathetic audience. Note, too, that
your impression of their experience and knowledge may be mistaken.
Some people quickly pick up new vocabulary and will pepper their
discussion with academic terms; this does not necessarily mean that
they understand them well, but perhaps that they have learned to
play the academic game well! Those with a strong understanding of
the terminology of the discipline should also be able to explain it,
so feel free to ask your classmates for clarification. Always remember
that everyone is in the program to learn, including those who have a
great deal of experience. Given a difficult assigned reading it is usually
equally valuable to have completed it and to join a group discus-
sion with questions, rather than with the ‘right’ answers. Preparation,
curiosity, and the ability to listen are just as important to successful
participation in group work as speaking.

A final type of activity that is worth mentioning, if only because it
is the one that most students dread, is the presentation. I am using
this term very broadly to describe any activity where a student takes
charge of the class, either to engage members in an activity or to share
information. Presentations can, of course, be done in groups, as well.
You could be asked, for example, to lead the class in discussion of
an article everyone has read, to teach a sample lesson, or to make
an informative presentation about a particular topic. In all of these
instances, what your professors are most likely not asking you to do
is to read from a prepared script. In addition, it is unlikely that they
want you to repeat or provide extensive summaries of information
that other members of the class have already seen.

What professors are probably looking for is evidence that you have
read and understood the course materials and are beginning to see
how they fit into the larger picture of TESOL theory and pedagogy.
They want you to show this through your own response to and
critique of the texts and concepts. For new MA students, and partic-
ularly for the many students who go abroad and receive their MA
degrees under an educational system that is largely unfamiliar to
them, the task of responding to experts’ texts with anything other
than agreement is daunting. For those with very little background in
the field of language teaching and learning, such as someone whose
undergraduate degree is in business, the task seems quite nearly
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impossible – and maybe even a bit unfair. How can I critique these
ideas when this one article is all I have read on this topic? At the
other end of the spectrum are those students who, well familiar with
the practice of critiquing texts, approach each reading ready to find
something wrong with it. For these students it is important to remem-
ber that publications are carefully vetted, and it is rare that an article
with no redeeming value will make it into print, and even less likely
that it would be assigned by your professor!

In fact, your instructors do not expect you to make a completely
novel contribution to the discipline, especially in your first semester;
they simply want to help you learn to evaluate research and argu-
ments, as after graduation you will need to continue to stay abreast
of developments in your field by reading professional journals. You
can demonstrate that you are able to do this by identifying and
examining an author’s assumptions, which are often implicit even
in research articles. For example, given the information in Chapter 2,
you should now be able to recognize when a scholar is drawing on,
say, the interaction hypothesis in their development of a particular
learning activity and discuss how the activity follows appropriately
(or not) from the hypothesis. Connecting a current reading to your
personal experiences and discussing how the reading helps you
understand those experiences in new ways is also a tactic for show-
ing that you have read carefully. In addition, you can connect an
assigned reading to other articles in the field, comparing the way
different scholars treat a particular theme. Asking questions is yet
another good way to help others think more deeply about a text.
These can include aspects of the reading that you found particularly
difficult, and in fact, identifying your own (perceived) lack of under-
standing shows careful reading and helps your professors see areas in
which the class might need extra support.

Relationships with professors

Although many students find it intimidating to approach their pro-
fessors one-on-one, it can be very beneficial for your education and
your future career to do so. Visiting professors during their office
hours is an ideal way to build relationships with them, as class meet-
ings do not always offer enough time for individual attention. As you
enter the job market or continue on to a PhD, you will likely need
to have recommendations from one or two of your instructors, and
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they will be able to write a much richer letter if they know you a bit
outside of class. Of course, this does not necessarily mean that you
should stop by as your first visit simply to chat about a great restau-
rant you found. So, what are some reasons students might meet with
a professor outside of class?

Early in your program you may have questions about assignments
or readings. Office hours are a good time to address questions that
you have about these that do not seem to be of interest to the class
as a whole. Imagine, for example, that you have read an article for
another class and you wonder whether it is appropriate to use texts
assigned in other courses in an assignment for this class. The answer
to this question will be short and it might benefit many students, so it
is probably a good one to ask during class time. On the other hand, if
you are wondering whether research methodology used by the author
of that article would also be of use to you in the individual project
you have designed for this course, it may be better to speak one-on-
one with the professor about this. Of course, it is not always easy to
distinguish whether a question is individual or will be of interest to
the class, so you can always ask and let the professor know that you
will be happy to talk later if the question would be better addressed
on an individual level.

As you move further through your program you may want to speak
to your professors about whether you might be able to assist them
with research projects, an especially valuable experience if you plan
to pursue a doctoral degree later. You will also begin to participate
in the field more broadly, and your professors can act as resources
to help you learn about attending and presenting at conferences and
workshops. When you are looking toward completion of the MA, you
may want to seek advice about continuing your graduate education
or ideas for career options. You might, for example, want to find a site
where you can do a teaching practicum before graduation. Professors
who already have some understanding of your interests will be better
able to advise you on your choices.

Relationships with peers

The people attending graduate school with you can be at least as
much help during and after school as your professors. Many stu-
dents benefit from working together in study groups, traveling to and
presenting at conferences together, or simply in sharing information
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about the graduate program. Peers, especially those who are several
semesters ahead of you in your program, can be a great source of
information about courses and professors. Separating accurate, useful
information from mere gossip can be difficult, but it is worth trying
to learn about the expectations that will likely be placed upon you in
the various courses you will take. For example, your fellow students
can help you determine the appropriate parameters for assignments
such as those discussed above. Someone who has previously taken
a class you are in can tell you that your otherwise easy-going pro-
fessor uses a stopwatch to time student presentations down to the
second, or that the very quiet and modest Professor Jones has strong
connections with the local elementary school and has helped sev-
eral students set up internships there. Finally, after graduation, many
of your classmates will remain significant professional contacts with
whom you can find job prospects, share teaching experiences, and
engage in continuing professional development activities. From this
discussion of classroom interactions, we turn now to examine the
interactions you will have with written texts.

Academic literacy

To begin, take a moment to examine the following samples of
writing:

– do laundry

– read chapter 7

– call Maya

– go to bank

– buy batteries

cheese

4 apples

pasta

peanut butter

curry powder

You are probably familiar with hundreds of types of writing and eas-
ily identified the above two as ‘lists.’ How did you know this? You
probably recognized them by their vertical structure – in English,
lists are usually written from the top of a page to the bottom, rather
than across. They also contain very little grammatical information,
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such as articles. You may have further recognized that these are two
different types of list. The one on the left is a ‘to-do’ list, which is
evident from the imperative verbs that begin each item, whereas the
one on the right is likely to be a shopping list. Note, too, that there
is some variation between the two. While one list uses a type of bul-
let point (–) to mark each item, the other does not. We could also
create different versions of these lists, for example by numbering the
items to indicate importance or the order in which they should be
completed or where they are to be found in the store. In each case,
however, enough of the features would remain for a reader to recog-
nize these as lists. A list is a type of writing that follows conventional
patterns that make it identifiable as a genre (for a helpful overview,
see Johns, 2008).

Other types of writing also follow generic formats: consider news-
paper articles, emails, obituaries, graffiti, or social networking web-
sites, such as Facebook. Although there can be a considerable degree
of creativity within each genre or type of text, they all follow some
conventional patterns. Once you become familiar with these generic
conventions, the predictable style and organization make it easy to
read and find information quickly. Examples of academic genres in
TESOL that you will become familiar with include research papers,
book reviews, abstracts, dissertations, teaching philosophies, bibli-
ographies, literature reviews, and reflective journal entries. Reading
and writing in graduate school involve a different set of conven-
tions and expectations than much of the writing you probably did
as an undergraduate. This is because you are now becoming a special-
ist, and with specialization comes specific ways of constructing and
interacting with texts.

Not all approaches to literacy recognize that it is situated in
this way. Lea and Street (1998; see also Gee, 1996) describe three
approaches to literacy. A traditional view is that literacy is a skill
that, once acquired, can be used relatively unproblematically across
contexts. This perspective, which clearly draws on Sfard’s (1998)
acquisition metaphor (see Chapter 2), is quite common and can be
the source of much frustration for graduate students, whose feelings
may be summed up nicely in the title of Mary Lea’s (1994) paper
discussing mature adult undergraduates’ encounters with writing in
higher education: ‘I thought I could write until I came here.’ Many
students do not expect graduate level writing to pose problems either
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because they enjoy writing in general or were successful writers as
undergraduates. We believe our skill in writing in past contexts will
continue to serve us well. Yet, writing as an MA TESOL student or
an ESL educator is different from writing as a friend, a parent, or an
undergraduate. It means seeing the world in a particular way, valuing
certain types of evidence, and constructing a specific textual iden-
tity. Writing is a social practice and as such is not the same in all
situations. Recognizing this may help you avoid those feelings of frus-
tration and understand why you might be struggling with writing in
your MA program.

The second view of literacy described by Lea and Street (1998) rec-
ognizes that learning to write in different contexts is akin to learning
to contend with a new culture. From this perspective, students need
to be socialized into the conventions of the community by raising
their awareness of the features of the genres that are typical in the
discipline, similarly to how we described what makes a ‘list,’ above.
Novice writers may learn strategies for constructing particular rhetor-
ical moves, such as presenting information, contesting a point, or
evaluating a claim in recognizable ways. Research suggests that stu-
dent writing improves when these features are made explicit (Johns,
1995; Turner and Bitchener, 2006; Cheng, 2008), making an aca-
demic socialization perspective quite valuable. Genre analysis is often
used in teaching writing in ESP/EAP contexts (Swales, 1990; Paltridge,
2001; Bhatia, 2004; Hyland, 2004).

Lea and Street (1998) caution us, however, that the socialization
approach can tend to portray academic writing as homogeneous
and to assume that instruction in the features of academic writing
and strategies for approaching these tasks will suffice in making bet-
ter writers. They advocate instead an academic literacies approach,
which recognizes that writing conventions are not neutral but ideo-
logical, and that they play an important, if largely unacknowledged
role in shaping what counts as legitimate knowledge. Most articles
that report research, for instance, follow the basic structure of an
introduction, literature review, explanation of the research methods,
presentation of the results, and discussion of the results. Within this
framework, certain choices are favored at the sentence level, such as
the use of passive voice (‘the data were analyzed’), formal language
(usually words with Greek and Latin roots), and lack of direct ref-
erence to the author (most of us have been admonished at some
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point to avoid ‘I’ in formal writing). Together, these conventions,
along with many others, allow for those familiar with the genre to
recognize it as a legitimate contribution and to easily locate infor-
mation within it. At the same time, those very same conventions
simplify and obscure the complexity and messiness of the research
process, the researcher, and the participants (for a full discussion,
see Canagarajah, 1996). TESOL has been more welcoming than some
other disciplines of alternative forms of knowledge representation,
but still, the strict guidelines for presentation put forth by many pub-
lishers effectively limit contributions from those whose writing does
not follow the dominant (specifically, Western) academic model.

An academic literacies perspective also highlights the ways in
which identity and power shape us as writers. When I went away to
graduate school my father left me with a word of warning: ‘Don’t let
graduate school ruin your writing.’ I heard this as a caution against
acquiring a style of writing that involved never-ending sentences,
laden with technical jargon; a style that restricted access to the ideas
being discussed, as it would be largely incomprehensible to anyone
without a PhD. His advice was fair enough, but how was I to show my
professors that I ‘belonged to the club,’ as James Gee often describes
academic literacy (e.g. 1996), without using some of that type of lan-
guage? Would I get good grades if I wrote in ‘my own’ style? Today,
my father would certainly pronounce most of my publications to be
examples of ‘ruined’ writing, as that academic style has become one
of ‘my own’ styles. Yet, as I continue along my career path the pos-
sibilities of what I can say and how I can say it expand. I now feel
like a member of the club and so do not always need to prove this
through my use of the most academic-sounding options and I find
myself able to play a bit with the conventions. My textual identities
change with the power imbued in my different social positions, thus
my writing as a professor is different from my writing as a graduate
student.

In my view, while we should pay attention to the ways in which
generic conventions constrain the presentation of our ideas and our
textual selves, we also need to recognize the ways that they facilitate
the dissemination of those ideas with others in our field. Much of the
technical vocabulary we share, for example, functions as shorthand
for ideas that would take several sentences to describe to an outsider
(consider reactions to the use of the term ‘NS myth’ in an everyday
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conversation). The predictable (to insiders!) structure of TESOL genres
allows us to quickly find information. The trick is to find styles of
writing that allow you to achieve your communicative goals (and
get good grades) in a manner that still makes you feel comfortable
with the way you as the author are portrayed, while remaining aware
of the assumptions about knowledge and identity that are part of
your text.

In order to gain confidence with the textual forms used in TESOL,
you should quickly become accustomed to sharing your writing. This
will not only make your writing stronger, but it is also a common
practice in our discipline. Your professors should help you under-
stand their expectations for assignments and they may be able to
suggest ways of organizing your ideas. Peers, too, are often willing
to read and comment on drafts, and share strategies for approaching
different assignments. Many universities have writing centers, where
peer tutors are available to comment on writing. These are often
undergraduate students who may be unfamiliar with the require-
ments of graduate-level writing in specific areas; however, it is worth
checking into as it offers another venue for talking about writing. In
addition, it is becoming more common for writing centers to offer
specialized help for graduate students and for L2 users.

In addition, when you read, pay attention to the ways that different
genres are constructed. You can find examples of specific text types
from your peers or professors online, or by using published pieces
as models in creating your own texts. In fact, this is exactly what
I did when writing this book. The organization of the chapters was
clear to me, but I wasn’t sure how to start and finish the text. Did I
need to devote an entire chapter to the introduction and conclusion?
I looked at a few books written by scholars whose writing I admire
and found that a short preface and conclusion would suffice, without
giving them full chapter status.

Textual borrowing practices

This last suggestion raises a potentially confusing and contentious
issue: What constitutes ‘too much’ borrowing of another text? If I
can borrow the structure of the article, can I borrow the structure
of a paragraph? Of a sentence? Can I borrow one or two words?
This can be challenging to determine for students who were raised
within Western academic culture, but for those who have come
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from abroad to study, the specter of plagiarism can be just that –
a specter; something looming and ever-present, but ill-defined. Of
course, universities work hard to ensure that it is not so, provid-
ing what they hope are clear and helpful definitions of plagia-
rism, such as this one from my university (http://www.conduct.wsu.
edu/default.asp?PageID=338):

Presenting the information, ideas, or phrasing of another person
as the student’s own work without proper acknowledgement of
the source. . . . The term ‘plagiarism’ includes, but is not limited
to, the use, by paraphrase or direct quotation, of the published
or unpublished work of another person without full and clear
acknowledgment.

After reading this, my ESL students usually tell me they understand
the definition, but they are less certain of their ability to avoid pla-
giarism as they construct their own texts. What constitutes ‘proper
acknowledgement’ of a source? What kinds of information need to
be cited? When is something paraphrased well, that is; when has it
been changed ‘enough’?

The usual response is that ideas and assertions that are ‘common
knowledge’ do not need to be quoted or cited, while all ideas or words
that you ‘got from others’ should either be quoted and cited, or ‘put
into your own words’ and cited. The problem is, what constitutes
‘common knowledge’ and what exactly are ‘our own words’? This
oft-quoted excerpt from the work of Russian literary critic Mikhail
Bakhtin suggests where some of the confusion may arise:

The word in language is half someone else’s. It becomes ‘one’s
own’ only when the speaker populates it with his own intention,
his own accent, when he appropriates the word, adapting it to his
own semantic and expressive intention. Prior to this moment of
appropriation, the word does not exist in a neutral and impersonal
language (it is not, after all, out of a dictionary that the speaker
gets his words!), but rather it exists in other people’s contexts, serv-
ing other people’s intentions: it is from there that one must take
the word, and make it one’s own.

(1981, pp. 293–4)
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In other words, we learn to use words by hearing others use them. It
is only then that we can begin to use them in ways that are particular
to us, and even then, they retain traces of their prior use. They are
never fully ours, and indeed if they were, lacking a history of use,
they would be incomprehensible to others! What can be considered
‘common knowledge’ and ‘one’s own’ are constantly shifting.

Let’s take communicative competence as an example. When I
started graduate school, each time I needed to mention this concept
I dutifully placed it within quotation marks and cited Dell Hymes:
developing ‘communicative competence’ (Hymes, 1972) is important
for students. The words were clearly not my own and I marked them
as such. As I started to feel more a part of the field, I eliminated the
quotation marks, retaining only the citation to acknowledge Hymes.
Now, I had partially appropriated the words. At some point, feeling
the confidence of an insider, I largely ceased to cite Hymes, unless
I was discussing the origins of the term, or comparing the ways dif-
ferent scholars have conceptualized it (as in Chapter 1). The words
and the concept have become mine and part of a base of common
knowledge I share with other TESOL professionals.

This process, however, is not simple. Pennycook (1996) describes
the tensions that exist for students who must write with an identifi-
able academic voice, but at the same time avoid too close an imitation
of that voice, lest they be accused of plagiarism. His description of
the dilemma faced by (L2) undergraduates is also apt for graduate
students and especially L2 graduate writers ‘who, while constantly
being told to be original and critical, and to write things in their “own
words,” are nevertheless only too aware that they are at the same time
required to acquire a fixed canon of knowledge and a fixed canon
of terminology to go with it’ (p. 213). As discussed above, showing
that you are part of the profession requires writing certain things in
a certain way, yet following others’ words too closely will be seen as
inappropriate borrowing, thus a balancing act is necessary.

Learning to integrate texts appropriately can pose a much greater
challenge to many international students who may have had little
experience writing extended papers that require them to integrate
texts, or those who were socialized into very different textual bor-
rowing practices. Pennycook (1996) shows how ideas of textual
ownership are culturally and historically variable, and argues for a
more nuanced view of the practices involved. While discussions such
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as this one may prepare you to better understand why you struggle
with integrating texts appropriately, the contradictions remain and
must be dealt with in practice. It is the responsibility of both stu-
dents and professors to be aware of the functions and challenges of
textual borrowing.

In general, it is often a good idea to quote something when the
author has done a particularly good job in articulating the idea, or
when the words used are special or idiosyncratic. Of course, many stu-
dent writers will feel that they cannot restate a professional writer’s
words more clearly, and L2 writers in particular can have a difficult
time in determining what is worth quoting, what is technical termi-
nology, and what is commonplace language. Extensive reading and
experience help with both of these issues over time. In addition,
remember that scholars become deeply immersed in the discourse
of their profession and their writing can often benefit from being
‘translated’ into terms that will be understood more broadly. Doing
so also helps your professor see how you are interacting with the
course materials and adjust his or her teaching accordingly.

Initially, citations feel for students like a way of showing that they
have done their research, and indeed, they do serve this function.
However, they also express gratitude for the author’s work and the
way that it influenced the writer’s own thinking. In addition, the way
you use citations establishes your own presence as a writer. Despite
my attempt to provide a fair and broad view of the field, experi-
enced readers of this text can likely discern my personal scholarly
bent through the citations I have selected and how I discuss them.
One of the most important uses of citations, however, is also one of
the most difficult for students to employ in their own writing. That
is the use of citations to construct an argument or make a point.

Sometimes in academic texts, for example, a single statement is fol-
lowed by numerous citations. This is one way that a writer can assert
that a particular idea is widely accepted and not in need of discus-
sion. The point is being assumed in that article. On a larger scale,
consider what is known as the literature review. The name is mislead-
ing, because it implies a comprehensive survey of the topic at hand.
Students who conceive of it in this way, however, run the risk of writ-
ing a literature review that consists of a series of paragraphs, each
summarizing a particular research project or article. While such an
overview is often helpful, a literature review is usually more selective
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and critical, examining the sometimes subtle differences between the
scholars’ perspectives. The review normally leads to identification of
a ‘research gap’: while X and Y have received extensive attention from
scholars, Z has been neglected. Or: while this topic has been exam-
ined from perspectives A and B, the more current perspective, C, has
yet to be applied to this problem. The citations that are provided lend
support to these statements. Although it may take some time before
you are at ease with the common genres of the field, awareness of
the ways that features of those academic texts pattern and how they
function will at least facilitate your learning process.

Conclusion

You are likely to begin your graduate program as part of a cohort,
moving along much the same path together during your coursework.
Even so, there will certainly be students in your classes who are at
later points in their education. When you are a new student, the
ways they talk and behave can be intimidating, as they seem much
more knowledgeable than you. Yet in a short while you, too, will
be one of them. The change will be gradual, and you may strug-
gle to adapt, as the academic strategies that made you a successful
undergraduate may not always work for you at the graduate level. In
the end, however, after having immersed yourself in reading, writing,
and talking TESOL, your language use will reflect your changing self.
Your graduate program can be viewed as a kind of apprenticeship,
during which you move from identifying mainly as a student, rely-
ing on the support of experts in the field, to developing an identity
as an independent TESOL professional.

Recommended readings

I suggest the following readings as they may be of interest on two
levels. First, they focus on the experiences of L2 graduate students
who are adapting to oral and literate academic practices in English.
These descriptions should appeal to you as an ESL instructor. Sec-
ond, although written about ESL students, all graduate students are
likely to find that these descriptions help them to make sense of what
they are experiencing and to develop strategies for coping with the
demands of graduate coursework.



90 A Student’s Guide to the MA TESOL

On classroom participation

Morita, N. (2000). Discourse socialization through oral classroom
activities in a TESL graduate program. TESOL Quarterly, 34,
279–310.

On academic literacy experiences

Casanave, C. P. (2002). Writing Games: Multicultural Case Studies
of Academic Literacy Practices in Higher Education. Mahwah, NJ:
Lawrence Erlbaum.

See especially chapter 3, which describes the experiences of MA
TESOL students.

Casanave, C. P. and Li, X. (eds.) (2008). Learning the Literacy Practices of
Graduate School: Insiders’ Reflections on Academic Enculturation. Ann
Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press.

On specific academic genres

Hood, S. (2008). Summary writing in academic contexts: Implicat-
ing meaning in processes of change. Linguistics and Education, 19,
351–65.

Swales, J. and Lindemann, S. (2002). Teaching the literature review to
international graduate students. In A. Burns (ed.), Genre in the Class-
room: Multiple Perspectives (pp. 105–19). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence
Erlbaum.

For information and activities for developing academic writing

Swales, J. and Feak, C. (2004). Academic Writing for Graduate Students:
Essential Tasks and Skills, 2nd edition. Ann Arbor, MI: University of
Michigan Press.

On textual borrowing

Barks, D. and Watts, P. (2001). Textual borrowing strategies for
graduate-level ESL writers. In D. Belcher and A. Hirvela (eds.)
Linking Literacies: Perspectives on L2 Reading-Writing Connections
(pp. 246–67). Ann Arbor, MI: The University of Michigan Press.

Pennycook, A. (1996). Borrowing others’ words: text, ownership,
memory, and plagiarism. TESOL Quarterly, 30(2): 201–30.
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Activities

1. Consider the writing style of this text – to what extent is it ‘aca-
demic’? What features does it have that would you expect to find
in, for example, a research paper? What are some features that you
do not think of as typical academic writing?

2. Take a look back at the section in Chapter 2 where I outlined
four theories of SLA and examine the ways I used citations in
each. Which perspectives do you think I am more familiar and
comfortable with? (Discussion below.)

3. Read Pennycook’s (1996) article on textual borrowing. Then, com-
pare each of the following statements to Pennycook’s text and
decide whether or not his text has been appropriately integrated,
through quoting or paraphrasing, or not. (Discussion below.)

a. Pennycook (1996) describes the ‘moral outrage’ (p. 214) of
teachers’ responses to texts they perceive as plagiarized.

b. It is important to note that even if definite lines once existed
between original and borrowed texts, these have started to blur
in this new age of electronic texts (p. 212).

c. Plagiarism is a major threat to academic life. Pennycook (1996)
points out that it, ‘in a number of ways, undermines the
authority of both teacher and text’ (p. 214).

d. As Pennycook explains, the cult of originality in authorship is
not the only Western perspective on textual borrowing. Some
famous Western authors have also taken part in liberal and
unacknowledged borrowing from each other’s work (p. 212).

e. The topic of plagiarism is ‘muddled by moral confusion, appre-
hension, and general loathing’ (Pennycook, 1996, p. 214).

f. Pennycook suspects that traditional conceptions of textual
borrowing may be changing, and that the highly emotional
responses of some writing teachers could be viewed as a desper-
ate rearguard attack on these new ways of writing (pp. 214–15).

Discussion of Activity 2

If you thought I was least at ease when writing about emergentism
you are right! This is a very new perspective for me, and while I have
great enthusiasm and hope for it, I am not entirely confident about
my understanding of it and worried about representing it accurately.
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These fears are reflected in my use of several long quotes, where I
want to ensure that the ideas are conveyed properly. In addition, note
that many of the citations follow ideas that, in the other perspectives,
were treated without citation at times. For example, I rely on Larsen-
Freeman and Cameron (2008) to explain what learning is from this
perspective, whereas my own statements (!) were largely used for the
others.

Discussion of Activity 3

a. This works well as a paraphrase of Pennycook’s ideas, with a partial
quote. The quote seems appropriate because the words are very
strong. As the author, I would want to make it clear to all fellow
teachers who read this that the characterization was Pennycook’s –
not mine!

b. This is an example of an attempt at paraphrasing that probably
does not go far enough. If you look closely, you can see that all I
have really done is change a bit of the word order and substitute
synonyms:

Original Paraphrase
there once were once existed
clearly defined lines definite lines
between the borrowed and the between original and

original borrowed
starting to fade started to blur
in a new era in this new age

c. Here I’ve been a bit tricky. Although I have appropriately quoted
and cited Pennycook, I have completely misrepresented his ideas.
Certainly, he used the words I quoted, but not to support the
idea that plagiarism (a concept he largely rejects) is threatening
academia! The form of this borrowing may be perfect, but the
use of the quote is completely inappropriate and suggests that I
have not understood his article or that I was too lazy to search for
the work of someone who might support my view. Better to use
Pennycook fairly and explain why you disagree with him than to
misrepresent him.

d. This is another attempt at paraphrasing, but better than the b.
above, with one exception. I have actually used a phrase directly
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from Pennycook: ‘cult of originality.’ Simply adding quotes here
will make this much clearer.

e. Another tricky one! The quote is correct, but it is from Kolich
(1983) rather than Pennycook. In such cases it is best to go to
the original so that you can assess the information yourself. If this
is not possible, however you can cite it thus: (Kolich, 1983, cited
in Pennycook, 1996).

f. This is almost a good paraphrase of the ideas that are presented
there, but I am concerned about the repetition of ‘desperate rear-
guard,’ with Pennycook’s ‘action’ changed here to ‘attack.’ It
would be best to simply quote that phrase, as it is memorable.



5
Research and the (Future) TESOL
Instructor

A chapter devoted to research may seem unwarranted in a text
designed for beginning MA students, especially if, like many students,
you believe that research is the exclusive domain of doctoral students.
Before we can decide whether that is the case, let’s take a moment to
think about what research is.

• What does the term ‘research’ mean to you? Who does research
and why? What are the goals of research?

• What kinds of activities might you engage in when you ‘do
research’? What are the outcomes or products that result from
‘doing research’?

• What kinds of research have you done?
• What makes a piece of research believable to you? In other words,

what counts as good evidence? Is this the same for research in
TESOL as it is for other areas of your life?

If you are like most people, chances are that when you consider
your assumptions about research the kinds of things that come to
mind are scholars working to solve Important Problems by observing
and recording information and analyzing data, which may frequently
require numerical calculations. The result of all this activity is proba-
bly a report written for fellow scholars in a dense style, full of jargon
and statistics, and published in an academic journal. Yet, as the final
question hints, you have most certainly engaged in research yourself
and it may not have been academic at all.

95
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Research is merely systematic inquiry that is undertaken when a
person runs into a difficulty or simply becomes curious and seeks to
learn more about an object, situation, or phenomenon. It may also
be done in order to solve a problem, or in Dick Allwright’s more pos-
itive framing, a puzzle (Allwright and Bailey, 1991; Allwright, 2003).
Let’s take your decision of whether or not to go to graduate school, or
which particular graduate school to attend. In making these choices
you most likely sought out information from a variety of sources. You
probably looked online at a number of programs and requested fur-
ther information from schools that looked interesting. Friends and
family may have played an important role in helping you choose,
as you tried to balance professional, personal, and financial consid-
erations. You might also have sought the advice of experts, speaking
with professors and current or former students of the program. Some
of you may even have visited a campus for first-hand experience.
You evaluated information from each of these sources differently, tak-
ing into account more seriously those that were of greater personal
importance or were more credible, and finally came to a conclusion.
Of course, most research raises further questions, and you have now
been faced with working through the puzzles of deciding where to
live and trying to find out which courses and professors will best ful-
fill your needs as a graduate student. You will be able to solve some
of these puzzles with the same tools you used to choose a gradu-
ate school, whereas others will require different methods of finding
answers.

In short, you are already familiar with research; your experience
as an MA student will simply require you to extend that knowledge
and those experiences to find new questions and to use partic-
ular resources for answering those questions. As discussed in the
previous chapter, library research will probably be a significant com-
ponent of many of your assignments. Therefore, the first goal of this
chapter is to familiarize you with some of the important sources
of information for MA TESOL students and share some basic ideas
for accessing that information. This section will focus mainly on
finding print sources. The second goal is to introduce some prin-
ciples of research and discuss ways of carrying out the kinds of
small-scale research projects that you might do as a student for
a class project, or as a teacher to solve a puzzle in your own
classroom.
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Doing library research

Certainly, reports based on library research will not be the only type
of scholarly work you will do in graduate school, but for most projects
you will need to find background information in the library and here
you will find tips on where and how to find it that should make that
a bit easier. Becoming a member of any profession means gaining
familiarity with the knowledge base that members hold in common
(although, as we have seen, not without controversy). One way of
developing familiarity with current discussions and a sense of the
historical trajectory of the profession is through reading. For most
questions you have in graduate school, the first place to turn to will
be library and online databases in order to find out what has and is
being talked about with regard to your topic.

Finding sources

The most useful database for finding research in TESOL is the Linguis-
tics and Language Behavior Abstracts (LLBA). As the only database
devoted solely to scholarly work on language, the LLBA contains
information on first and second language acquisition, sociolinguis-
tics, phonology, morphology, syntax, semantics and pragmatics.
Not all the work relates specifically to language learning, but much
of it does. This is an excellent place to find research on language
learning both in and out of classrooms. The MLA International Bibli-
ography is another very useful database for TESOL students. Produced
by the Modern Language Association, it contains a great deal of lit-
erary scholarship, but also work on the acquisition, teaching, and
learning of second languages. Useful information can also be found
in education databases, such as the Professional Development col-
lection, Education Abstracts, and ERIC, which is available to all for
free on the web (http://www.eric.ed.gov/). Because of the interdis-
ciplinary nature of much applied linguistic research, you may also
find relevant studies in databases such as the Humanities Interna-
tional Index, Communication and Mass Media Complete, and others
devoted to sociology and psychology. You should also search your
institution’s library holdings for relevant books; however, frequently
books and book chapters will also be indexed in databases.

As you begin to compile a list of works that seem helpful, be sure
to take note of what type of documents you have found. Books, book
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chapters, and journal articles will probably be the most common
and most useful types of texts. However, databases also contain book
reviews, which will discuss and evaluate a book. While the book itself
may be helpful, the review is less likely to be directly relevant. Any
database you use should identify the source so that you can decide
whether or not a dissertation or a book review is the kind of text that
will be of use to you. In addition, unless your research requires it,
do not limit yourself to materials published in or about English. If
you use another language well enough to read scholarly articles in
it, feel free to do so. Note, too, that findings from other language
classrooms, say, French, are usually of value to the English language
instructor, as well.

One way to begin your quest for research materials is to simply type
your topic in as a ‘keyword,’ which is the broadest type of search you
can do. This will find instances of this word or phrase anywhere in
a document. It may also result in thousands of hits. If this happens
you will need to find ways of narrowing your search. One way to do
this is by combining two or three search terms. For example, if you
are interested in exploring how to teach listening skills to university stu-
dents, you could try combining the italicized terms with ‘and.’ Here
is what happened when I tried this in the MLA database:

Often a search like this yields too many responses, in which case
you may want to add terms. Here, however, as you can see at the bot-
tom of the figure, my search yielded no hits. When this happens,
or if the articles that come up are not at all relevant, you might
come to the conclusion that no one has ever investigated your topic.
This is possible, but not likely, especially if you are seeking some-
thing like ways of helping L2 students develop the listening skills
required for success in a particular setting. It is actually much more
likely that I will need to try again using different search terms, and in
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cases of too many or too few results, finding the Library of Congress
Subject Headings that most closely identify your area of interest
will help.

Although developed by and for the United States Library of
Congress, Library of Congress Subject Headings (LCSHs) are widely
used internationally (albeit with occasional small changes, for exam-
ple, to accommodate concepts specific to a certain country) as a way
of classifying and organizing information. The key to finding appro-
priate articles is to uncover the LCSHs that most closely relate to your
topic. These are not always intuitive. You will find, for instance, that
‘myocardial infarction’ is the appropriate term to use for something
that most of us would refer to as a ‘heart attack.’ This example sug-
gests that having some knowledge of professional jargon is helpful
in guessing what the LCSH might be for a certain concept. Using
the example above, listening skills does not turn out to be a sub-
ject heading, although both listening and listening comprehension are.
A term like teaching methods may work as a keyword, but if you need
to narrow results and want the LCSH, you will need to use teaching
approaches. I found this by clicking on the thesaurus, which many
databases have, and browsing for the terms listening and teaching.
Often you will need to try a variety of words and phrases to find
precisely what works best, and there will never be only one way to
search and find all relevant works. In graduate school I became inter-
ested in the use and understanding of humor by L2 users. For a long
time I worked only with studies of humor, and missed out on a sub-
stantial and closely related body of work that fell under the LCSH
language play.

By combining the two subject terms (listening comprehension and
teaching methods), and also broadening the search to any population
by eliminating the restriction to university students I had 482 results.
Here are the first four:
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The first three are journal articles (the type of source is identified in
parenthesis at the end of the citation) and the fourth is a dissertation.
When you find a record of interest your library might have a button
similar to the ‘Find it at WSU’ one that mine has. Clicking there will
automatically search my library catalog for the source.

Let’s take a closer look at the first citation by clicking on the title:

First, notice that if I were still searching for appropriate subject
terms this record offers one more possibility, English language teach-
ing, which would indeed be useful given the 482 records that were
returned. We can also learn that this is a peer-reviewed article in
English and that it deals with ELT in Taiwan. You can also perform
searches for any of the underlined terms (note that this includes each
author, as well as the journal itself) by clicking on them. Different
databases can have different layouts and may present slightly differ-
ent information. For example, in this view, many databases will also
provide an abstract of the article. Still, each works on pretty much
the same principles.

If you are having difficulty finding the appropriate subject terms,
even after using the thesaurus provided by the database, the refer-
ence section of the library should also have an LCSH manual where
you can look up your topic and find a list of related subject headings.
I actually prefer to ask the librarians for help, as they can usually
locate relevant materials in a matter of minutes. In any case, it is a
good idea to experiment with the terminology for 10 or 15 minutes,
but do not wait until frustration sets in to consult a reference text or
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librarian. Of course, if it is midnight, these options will not be avail-
able. In this situation, return to the text that first made you curious
about the issue you are seeking to explore and try to locate a citation
for an article on the topic. Then, search for this article in the database
using the author’s name and title. When you find it, check the subject
terms that are listed for it and try a search using (some combination
of) those. These terms are usually displayed along with the abstract
and you can often click on them and perform your search directly.

This last suggestion also points to another way that you can find
relevant publications – by ‘mining’ the reference lists of books and
articles. This simply means looking closely at the reference list to
identify sources used by the author that may also be of use to you.
This strategy is best done with the most recent texts you can find,
which will include the most up-to-date references, as well as relevant
older work. There are also journals that can point you to resources.
For example, the Annual Review of Applied Linguistics and Language
Teaching feature abstracts of current research and state-of-the-art
review articles of timely topics.

The web also offers ways to find information, and these can
be a useful supplement to library sources and are crucial for
those without easy access to library databases. Databases such as
Science Direct (http://www.sciencedirect.com/) and Ingenta Connect
(http://www.ingentaconnect.com/) are available to search for free
and individual articles can then be purchased through the service.
These fees can be expensive, so if you have access to a library, be
sure to first check if your institution can obtain the materials for you.
Also, although some of your professors may cringe as they read this,
it is worth mentioning Google Scholar (http://scholar.google.com/),
which can be helpful for finding a wider variety of academic sources,
including both print and online articles (see below).

A final concern that some students meet with in their searches is
finding only very old articles. In such instances it may be that the
topic has been researched to the point of death, but speak to your
professor before abandoning your plan, as it is a rare idea that can-
not be revisited with new eyes for fresh insights. Another possibility
is that the language used to describe what you want to study has
changed. For example, although the term motivation is still in wide
use (see, e.g., Dörnyei and Ushioda, 2009), you will also find work on
the topic beginning in the 1990s that discusses this concept in terms
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of investment (e.g., Norton Peirce, 1995), as mentioned in Chapter 3.
Tracing the evolution of an idea within the field to understand
current trends can also be a worthwhile endeavor.

Assessing sources

Sometimes you find too much information to be incorporated into
a single semester-long project and need to limit your materials. Of
course, one way to do this is to focus on those that are most relevant,
but even then you may have too many. Fortunately, all scholarly
work is not created equal, and you can reduce your stack of books
and articles by carefully evaluating them. As an initial quick tip, note
that many databases will allow you to limit your searches only to
‘peer-reviewed’ articles like the one in the search on teaching listen-
ing, above. These are articles that have, just as the name indicates,
been examined by fellow scholars, who provide feedback and suggest
revisions for the author, and who also make recommendations to the
editors as to whether or not the piece is worth publishing. This system
is in place for many journals to help ensure a higher quality of work.

The ‘mining’ technique discussed above is also a good way to assess
sources. By comparing the bibliographies of several books or articles
on the same topic you will not only gather more sources for your own
work, you will also start to see which works get cited frequently, and
are thus likely to be valued and are having an ongoing influence in
the field. The ‘cited by’ feature in Google Scholar can also be helpful
in judging the impact of a particular article. Below you can see that
although Harder’s article has been quite helpful to me, it has only
been cited 29 times since its 1980 publication (bottom left link).

When I clicked on that link, the first article on the list was another
of my favorites, ‘Cross-cultural Pragmatic Failure’ by Jenny Thomas.
Published just three years later, in 1983, that article had been cited
631 times. Using Google Scholar in this way, as well as examining
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bibliographies, is especially useful in judging older studies. As you
can see, Thomas’s article remains quite relevant. Of course, you do
not want to ignore relevant works that you find that do not get
cited regularly by others (as I mentioned, Harder’s article has been
quite influential for me), but do carefully consider why this may be
the case. Is the topic obscure and little-studied? Or is the research
poorly done?

These are also questions you should ask about recent work. The
aspects you should consider when evaluating the usefulness and
quality of texts fall into two somewhat overlapping categories: source
and information. With regard to the former, the author, type of
journal, audience, and date are the types of things to examine. For
example, you may not know a great deal about the author, but it is
worth noting whether this person is widely published on the topic
you are examining and thus can be considered an expert. You also
need to examine the text type. What kinds of articles does a cer-
tain journal publish and who seems to be their intended audience?
Journals such as Language Learning, Applied Linguistics, and Studies in
Second Language Acquisition contain important information about SLA
and are usually written by and for researchers. Journals such as ELT
and Essential Teacher tend to report on research in terms of its impli-
cations for teachers. Others, such as TESOL Quarterly and English for
Specific Purposes, fall somewhere in between these two. You can also,
as mentioned, check to see if a journal has been peer-reviewed.

The goal and purpose of your own project will determine whether
old or new work, well-known or obscure authors, or work focusing on
research or pedagogy are more relevant. Imagine, for example, ways
that you could use this book in a paper. Much of this text synthe-
sizes and summarizes developments in applied linguistics, reporting
on the research findings of others. This is referred to as secondary
research, while many of the studies I have cited are examples of pri-
mary research, in which the authors report on a study they have
done. If you were to use in your own paper my very cursory con-
clusions investigating most of the topics we have addressed – the
Critical Period Hypothesis, focus on form, recasts, motivation – your
professor would feel that you had not researched your topic very
thoroughly. If, on the other hand, you were comparing the types
of advice that exist for MA TESOL students as written by professors,
to what recent graduates of such programs advise, this book would
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be a helpful and valid source, acting as data for your own primary
research.

Next, the information itself needs to be assessed. This can be diffi-
cult if you are new to doing or reading research, but experience and
careful reading will make it easier. First, you can examine the litera-
ture review to see if it is thorough. Do you see the names that you
have begun to identify as experts in this area? You will also begin to
understand the author’s approach to your topic by carefully reading
this section. Is the author adding to the current research by filling
a gap that had not yet been studied? Or does the author take issue
with previous research and suggest a different perspective or mode
of inquiry, for example? Often you will see definitions of important
concepts in this section. As you know, definitions of a single term
in our field can vary a great deal, so you want to know whether the
writer is examining your topic in a way that will be useful to you. If
no definitions are given, this can be a red flag as to the quality of the
research.

I also like to look closely at the research questions or, if it is not a
research article, the author’s goals for the article. One reason to do
this is to see whether or not the questions are adequately addressed.
For research articles it is worth checking to see whether the method
selected for answering the questions is appropriate to the questions
themselves. In other words, if you want to know how teachers plan
their lessons it would make sense to ask them, but if you want to
know how they actually carry out those plans in the moment-to-
moment, unfolding action of the classroom, observation will tell you
much more than asking. Finally, and related to your examination of
the research questions, you want to check the conclusions and judge
their credibility.

I would like to make one final note in this section. I have focused
on print materials here; however, there is a much richer variety of
sources available to use in research. You may do interviews (in person,
via email, over the telephone), examine websites, or watch videos
(on DVD or through the internet) to find further information. Of
course, as with the print sources, the same considerations apply in
judging the relevance and quality of your sources. We have been dis-
cussing library, or secondary research, but as you continue in your
program and teaching, you will develop questions of your own, and
find that the answers that others have suggested are not a good fit
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in your teaching context. In these cases you will need to be the
researcher. Thus, we turn now to primary research, where you design
and implement a study to solve a puzzle of your own.

Doing primary research

Not only do you need to learn to do research for your coursework, but
being a teacher you are probably a curious person and the challenges
of teaching will regularly raise new puzzles for you. Some questions or
problems may be so persistent or pressing that they will require you
to approach them systematically to find answers – that is, to engage
in research. Such systematic inquiry is also necessary in making cur-
ricular changes or designing an entirely new course or program. It
may even be necessary to develop a specific activity. For instance,
imagine your students are interested in learning about how sounds
are conveyed in writing (‘ugh’ as an expression of disgust) and you
can find no studies of this. This would be an appropriate time to
collect and examine samples of the phenomenon in order to create
a lesson. This example also shows how research is something that
you can engage in with your students for learning purposes, as in
this case, and to solve problems in your students’ lives or to improve
the classroom. This type of research has been called by a number of
different names, including action research (Crookes, 1993; Nunan,
1993), exploratory practice (Allwright, 1993, 2003), and frequently
teacher or practitioner research. While the terms are not actually
interchangeable (for some disambiguation, see Bailey, 2001), what
all of these have in common is the idea of teachers tackling issues
that are of concern to them and that have been raised in their daily
practice – the questions arise from their daily classroom lives. Today,
it is the goal of most TESOL programs to prepare their students not
only to find answers to their questions in published resources, but
also to do primary research. Even though you may not be teaching in
your own classroom while working toward your MA, it is likely that
you will still have opportunities to engage in primary research outside
the classroom, in a tutoring situation, or as part of an internship.

Before delving into the basics of research, I would like to men-
tion what has often been acknowledged as a troubled relationship
in TESOL, that which exists between those who identify themselves
primarily as ‘teachers’ and those who identify themselves primarily as
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‘researchers.’ Traditionally, researchers have been thought of as peo-
ple with PhDs who are experts in a specific area and contribute to the
knowledge in that area. That is, they do research that is then used,
often in a modified form, by teachers in their classrooms. The under-
standings that teachers have of their own classrooms have tended to
be viewed as less valid than those of researchers. This arrangement,
while not always the case, often has created a hierarchical division
of labor, whereby certain individuals are seen as the exclusive pro-
ducers of legitimate knowledge and others are restricted to acting
as consumers. Despite having little or no knowledge of a particu-
lar teaching context, researchers may dictate classroom practice to
teachers, who accept or ignore these mandates, according to the way
they value their own understandings. While some classroom research
is presented as a collaboration between the teacher and researcher,
Stewart (2006) points out that even this description works to further
the divide between what are incorrectly perceived as separate roles,
as both groups normally engage in both activities, although teachers
tend to do so with less credibility or reward. He is not alone in advo-
cating for an equalized relationship, viewing both types of knowledge
as legitimate.

Despite the changes afoot in the field and agitation for greater
respect for the research done by teachers, there are numerous reasons
for teachers not to conduct research. Lack of time or support and per-
ceived irrelevance are certainly reasons for some, but in addition to
these, a lack of knowledge of research design and implementation
are challenges (Borg, 2003a, 2003b). Helping teachers develop this
knowledge can allow us to take steps toward changing the culture
of those institutions which do not value teachers’ research, toward
equalizing the relationship between practitioners and university-
based researchers, and, of course, toward creating better teachers and
better learning experiences for our students. With this in mind, we
can now turn to our discussion of research methods.

Research ethics

I put this topic, however briefly, at the forefront of this section
because, just as teachers have sometimes found themselves exploited
by researchers who seek only to further their own careers, our stu-
dents can be at risk for exploitation when we, as their teachers decide
to conduct research in their classrooms. Research participants should
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be allowed to choose whether or not to participate in a project (and
this raises special concerns with children and other populations who
may not be able to provide informed consent, indicating that they
understand the project, their role in it, and how the information col-
lected will be used). There is an inherent power imbalance when one
person assesses the performance of another, and you must always
keep this in mind and ensure that you do not coerce your students
into participating in a project that only furthers your personal agenda
and provides no benefits to them. Allwright (2003) insists that the
main area of concern in the language classroom should be its qual-
ity of life for all participants. This suggests that rather than doing
research on your students, you might do it for them, or even bet-
ter, work collaboratively to do research with them (Cameron et al.,
1992). Undertaking research requires you to be vigilant with respect
to research ethics to ensure that the project is conducted with fairness
and openness.

Designing research questions

A research project starts when you become curious (or perhaps trou-
bled) – you have a question for which you would like answers (or a
problem you would like to solve). Perhaps you read an article that
suggested that students will produce more and more sophisticated
language in online discussions than in face-to-face classroom talk
(e.g., Kern, 1995), and you wondered whether this would also be
the case for your very quiet class. Or you may have encountered an
unusual situation, such as a class which seems particularly resistant
to completing their homework, and you want to understand why this
is the case in order to come up with a solution. In either instance, in
the initial stages of your inquiry, you will want to find out what oth-
ers have found with regard to your puzzle. This will be done through
library research, as described above. Learning about how others have
approached a similar problem will help you refine your questions and
make them ‘researchable’ so that you can design your own inquiry.

A researchable question is neither too broad, nor too specific. It
should also suggest a way of answering that question, that is, a
research method. In the first example, above, you can ask, ‘Will my
students produce more and more sophisticated language in online
discussions than in face-to-face classroom talk?’ This question is suit-
able for inquiry, but only as long as you have a clear way of defining
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what ‘more’ and ‘more sophisticated’ language is. For the former,
will you count individual words? The number of turns each speaker
takes? Length of turns? The latter case is even thornier, opening the
possibility of looking for differences in vocabulary, grammar, and
discourse. These are not insurmountable problems, however, and a
perusal of the literature will allow you to see how other researchers
have undertaken to solve them.

What do you think would be an appropriate way to state a research
question regarding the homework problem? Consider some other
topics, such as those below. What might be some research(able) ques-
tions you could ask about them? Look out for terms like ‘better’ and
‘learn’ and think about how you might define those within a research
project.

• Providing feedback on oral language use
• Acquisition of articles – a, an, the
• Group work
• Integrating content instruction (for example, mathematics or

business) with language instruction
• Teaching social functions of language (for example, greetings or

invitations)
• Relationship between teachers and administrators, or teachers and

parents

Choosing and implementing research methods

Once you have framed a question in such a way as to make it man-
ageable for research, you will need to decide how to find answers. As I
mentioned before, the question itself should suggest a way of answer-
ing it. Let’s take another look at the question regarding students’
reluctance to do their homework, which you probably phrased some-
thing like this: ‘Why don’t my students complete their homework?’
Now, because we often think of research as complex and esoteric,
we may overlook the most straightforward means of answering this
question – ask them! Of course, the issue is a bit more complicated
than that, as you must decide how best to ask. Will a whole-class
conversation yield the richest results or will students feel more com-
fortable discussing the issue in small groups and then sharing the
results without specifying individuals? Perhaps your students might
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prefer to express their thoughts in writing, either on paper or via
email. You might even set up a way for them to answer this question
anonymously.

Of course, sometimes asking a question directly is not helpful, as
when students are reluctant to share negative reactions about a class,
fearing for their grades. For some research questions it may not be
feasible to ask directly because, stated in this manner, the topic will
seem very abstract and removed from the lives of the people you are
interested in. Let’s say, for instance, that you are teaching English to
a class of women who have recently immigrated to your small, rural
town and you wonder about the value of English for them, partic-
ularly with respect to their gender, and how the context influences
their language use. While you may receive some responses by asking
‘What is the value of English for you, as an immigrant woman in
this town?’ the answers are likely to be lacking in concrete detail and
may rely on stereotypes. As Wolfson, D’Amico-Reisner, and Huber
(1983) pointed out, our intuitions about our own language use are
profoundly unreliable. In such cases you might need to ask different,
less direct questions to elicit stories about how the women live in
this new environment, or you may need to engage in observations of
their lives outside of the classroom.

The other hypothetical situation we have been discussing regard-
ing differences in the quality and quantity of language used in online
and face-to-face discussion certainly involves a research methodol-
ogy that would pose a challenge for a novice researcher to design.
You would have to decide when and how to collect online and face-
to-face interaction, as well as how much of each to collect, carefully
making sure that the two situations would be comparable. In this
case, however, your task can be greatly simplified by following the
procedures described in the initial study which caused you to con-
sider how your own class might react in these two interactional
contexts. In other words, you can copy, or in more academic terms
replicate, part or all of this research. Replicating a prior study is not
only a good way to learn about and practice research skills, but such
work is also valuable to the profession, as we learn more about how a
particular phenomenon plays out among different learners and across
different learning situations (for a discussion of the importance of
replication studies, as well as the different types of replication and
challenges to doing such research, see Gass and Polio, 1997).
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One of the most important points to remember about research
methodology is that your choice of method arises from the question.
Some questions will require you to observe language and behavior,
while others will best be answered by talking with individuals or
groups. Sometimes experiments or, more common in our field, quasi-
experiments (those in which subjects are not assigned randomly to
different groups) will give you the best answer. You may need to
gather and examine particular documents at times. Often a combi-
nation of these methods is necessary to obtain a detailed picture of
the issue of interest. This also means that sometimes you may need
to employ methods that are not appealing to you. My own prefer-
ence is to gather video or audio recordings of interaction for close
examination; however, sometimes I become curious about phenom-
ena that cannot be examined in this way and I must either change
my questions, or take a deep breath and jump in.

• Imagine that, rather than asking why your students did not do
their homework, you were curious about the processes they used
to approach a certain homework assignment. Consider how your
methods might need to change in that case, if you wanted to know
how they did their homework.

Analyzing data

In general, data analysis is a way of finding dominant patterns in the
data, as well as idiosyncratic responses, which are often as revealing
as the predominant replies and may point to new avenues of inquiry.
Although I have put data analysis as a separate section, quite often
it really starts during data collection. As you watch people interact
and listen to their answers to your interview questions, for example,
you will begin to see patterns and possible responses to your research
questions. You can then build on these hunches more systematically,
changing your research methods as needed, for instance by asking
questions that pursue closer examination of a particular theme that
has arisen. Taking our hypothetical case of immigrant women’s expe-
riences with English, imagine that you hear them speak a great deal
about using English in professional contexts, but very little with
regard to interacting on behalf of their children in educational or
medical contexts. Both the predominance of one theme and the lack
of the other would suggest directions for further inquiry. Of course,
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in a quasi-experimental situation, such as when you are teaching a
particular grammatical structure to two classes in a different way, you
may resist making any changes while the project is underway. This
does not mean, however, that you need necessarily resist speculation
as to the outcomes of your project.

Different types of data can be analyzed in different ways, as can
the same data. That sentence may seem ridiculous and maybe even
meaningless, yet it does bring out an important point. What I mean is
that certain types of data lend themselves to certain types of analysis.
So, again, using the project with immigrant women, if you have col-
lected richly detailed stories about these women’s lives, it is unlikely
that you will want to reduce their intricate narratives to a series
of numbers, showing how many times they mentioned, say, their
children’s education (although such a number can confirm for you
that this was a theme that was mentioned ‘often,’ so that you do
not rely merely on your impressions of the data). Later, perhaps, you
become interested in the modal verbs used by these women in telling
their stories and how they change over time. Although you may want
to also examine the contexts of use, in this case you may learn a great
deal by counting how many times a particular modal was used and
graphing the changes in its use over time.

Although true for all aspects of research, data analysis, in particu-
lar, is best learned by doing, especially with the support of a mentor.
In your early stages of development as a researcher, you may want to
work cooperatively on projects in order to see how others approach
analysis. When doing research that is more qualitative in nature,
it can be difficult to find ways to approach the data that represent
it fairly and without merely summarizing. With regard to statistical
analysis, the variety of tests available, each for a specific problem, can
be bewildering. But do not be intimidated by this. You can always
seek assistance in determining which test is appropriate for your
data and interactive calculators, which also usually provide help in
interpreting results, exist on the internet for many of the major tests.

Finally, it is important to anticipate that your findings may be less
than satisfactory. Imagine that you are testing what you believe to
be an innovative technique that will be highly effective in teach-
ing the present perfect (I have visited the zoo twice already this
week), but your results show that it works about as well, or even
slightly worse than your usual lesson plan. While this will certainly
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be disappointing, results like this often spur further research ques-
tions. You can consider why your innovation was not successful,
which may lead you to ways of changing it, or it may point to a
completely new puzzle to solve.

Reporting data

Once you are satisfied that you have answered your original research
question (which, as noted, does not always mean that you are happy
with the results), it is time to consider to whom, how, and where
you might disseminate your findings. If a problem was very specific,
such as the lackadaisical attitude toward homework in your class, you
may want to share your findings solely with your students and work
together to solve the issue. Of course, other instructors at your insti-
tution are likely to have experienced this same dilemma and may also
be interested in your findings. In fact, this is an issue that instructors
around the globe confront. While the question of who will be inter-
ested in the results of your research will vary, despite the specificity of
your teaching context, few problems are truly relevant to your class
alone. At a minimum, fellow instructors in your institution are likely
to be interested in your findings, and often you may want to seek an
even wider audience.

If you feel it is mainly appropriate to share your results with a very
local audience, you may choose to present your findings informally,
in a meeting or teachers’ discussion group, or in a written report
that can be referred to in the future. However, as noted, quite often
even issues that seem to be idiosyncratic can have broad appeal, so
you should consider making your results more widely available. In
such cases you can seek out conferences or publications at the local,
national, or international level at which to share your work. This is
also a valuable means of professional development and many of the
suggestions in the next chapter discuss venues for sharing your data.

Conclusion

This chapter has provided only the briefest of overviews of research in
order to give you a taste of the kinds of activities and ideas you will be
likely to encounter during your MA program. It is not a substitute for
a course (or two!) on research methodology. The books listed below
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are sources for further information on both library research and pri-
mary research. Research can also be an important part of continuing
professional development, the topic of the final chapter.

Recommended readings

Perry, F. (2005). Research in Applied Linguistics: Becoming a Discerning
Consumer, Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.

This is a very thorough guide to finding, reading, and evaluating dif-
ferent types of research in our field. The text will be helpful both for
interpreting the studies you read and for writing your own syntheses
of the scholarly work of others.

Helpful guides on doing primary research

Freeman, D. (1998). Doing Teacher Research: From Inquiry to Under-
standing. Boston, MA: Heinle & Heinle.

Mackey, A. and Gass, S. (2005). Second Language Research: Methodology
and Design. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.

Richards, K. (2003). Qualitative Inquiry in TESOL. New York: Palgrave
Macmillan.

For more discussion on the teacher–researcher relationship this series
of articles by Simon Borg is concise and available online in the publi-
cations section of the TESOL website (http://www.tesol.org/ Find the
archives of TESOL Matters under ‘More Serials Info.’):

Borg, S. (2002). Research in the lives of TESOL professionals. TESOL
Matters, 13(1).

Borg, S. (2003a). Teachers’ involvement in TESOL research. TESOL
Matters, 13(2).

Borg, S. (2003b). Teachers, researchers, and research in TESOL: seek-
ing productive relationships. TESOL Matters, 13(3).

Activities

1. Carefully review a journal that is of relevance to ESL practitioners
to determine the preferred writing and research styles, audience
and topics covered. What types of articles are in each issue (e.g.,
theoretical discussions, book reviews, teaching tips derived from



114 A Student’s Guide to the MA TESOL

experience and/or research, short notes on research findings,
announcements of interest to the audience)? What topics do the
articles cover? Look, too, at the style of the articles. What is the
structure of the articles? Do they include an abstract? What type of
information is usually put in the introduction? Is there a literature
review?

2. Think of a topic that interests you and make a list of words or
terms that you think will help you find research materials relat-
ing to it. Try different combinations of these words in a relevant
database. Which terms give you the best results (relevant articles,
and neither too few nor too many hits). Select three or four arti-
cles for careful evaluation. What kinds of articles have you found
(review articles, primary research, etc.)? For research articles, what
are the author’s research methods? What are the findings? How
does the information reported in these articles make you adjust
your own area of inquiry?

3. Think of a topic you would like to explore. Create one or two
research questions for it. What terms will you need to define in
order to do this research? What will be appropriate methods to
use to answer these questions? What kinds of information will
you need to collect and how will you collect it?



6
Professional Development in
and beyond Graduate School

You probably already have some ideas from the last chapter about
how to grow as a professional – by conducting and sharing research.
In this chapter we delve into this in greater detail and make further
suggestions for ways that you can begin developing as a teacher in
and after graduate school. And, while searching for a job may at
present seem far away, finding that ideal job will be much easier if
you start preparing now. In addition, by participating in the activ-
ities described in this chapter you will become more familiar with
your chosen field and find your transition from student to first-time
teacher much less stressful.

‘Do EFL teachers have careers?’ This question served as the title of
Bill Johnston’s (1997) article, in which he examined the life stories
of 17 EFL instructors in Poland in order to better understand their
working lives and the ways in which teaching ESL might be con-
ceptualized. The answer, as it turned out, was not ‘yes’ or ‘no,’ but
varied greatly both across and even within respondents, who named
different qualities for people described as ‘professionals.’

• What does it mean for someone to belong to a profession, rather
than a job?

• Do you consider yourself a professional – or future professional?

Sociologist Eliot Freidson (2001) characterizes professionals as indi-
viduals with specialized knowledge and skills, who are committed
to their work and to the ways that they can advance the public
good through it. The professional group itself defines and guides
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members, often through the representation of a strong professional
organization which acts independently of government control to
protect the profession and advance its interests. Thus, autonomy
and self-regulation, in his view, are important characteristics of
professionalism, both at the level of an individual’s daily work
and more broadly within the group as a whole. This, however, is
an idealized description of what it means to be a professional; not
all those who teach will consider themselves professionals accord-
ing to each of these aspects, nor will all teachers use the term
uniformly.

One of the valuable aspects of Johnston’s (1997) article is that it
not only forced us to question what we meant by ‘professionalism’ in
TESOL, but it also illuminated the ways in which professionalism may
not be uniformly desirable for members of the field. He points to, for
example, the flexibility of part-time or contractual work as advanta-
geous for some. At the same time, he emphasizes the importance of
a core of professionals to sustain and advance ELT, whose practition-
ers often continue to experience marginalization within the wider
field of education. Today, just as when that article was written, many
instructors around the world still labor under less than ideal con-
ditions, working long hours without permanent contracts. Finding
full-time work is often a challenge for ESL instructors, and it is routine
in many parts of the world for highly qualified non-native English
speaking teachers to be paid less than native English speakers with
no training or education in ELT. Thus, professional development is
important on a personal level, for continued growth as a teacher, and
more broadly, as a way of maintaining and strengthening the status
of our discipline.

Depending on where you work, you may be expected or even
required to participate in continuing professional development, but
many non-governmental institutions do not require such activities
by their instructors and the local professional culture will dictate
whether doing so is the norm or not. In other words, in some
contexts your continued growth as a teacher will be automatically
facilitated, whereas in others you may have to struggle to gain the
time and support necessary to do so. While the former situation is
likely to be much easier, in the latter your efforts may ultimately
act as a catalyst for getting others involved, thereby strengthening
your institution. I will begin by discussing activities for professional
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development in general, and then move on to a few tips specifically
about preparing for the job market.

Activities for professional growth

You will quickly notice that a theme that runs through virtually all
of these activities is ‘meeting people.’ Indeed, as with most careers,
your advancement is helped (unless you are rude and insufferable)
by networking. A single, trustworthy mentor is invaluable, but no
one person has all of the answers, and it is important to learn from
a variety of perspectives. The more people you meet, the more ideas
you will get, the more different experiences you will hear about and
be able to weigh against your own, and the more opportunities you
will encounter. Also, for each of the suggestions below, remember to
document your participation, for example by saving letters or emails
requesting or thanking you for help and keeping conference sched-
ules that provide evidence of your presentation, as these should be
added to the teaching portfolio you begin to assemble in graduate
school.

Professional associations

Probably the simplest and most important step you can take first
is to join and become active in professional organizations. Inter-
national professional associations include IATEFL, TESOL, and AILA
and there are usually similar organizations at the national and local
levels. There is an annual fee for membership, which is usually
much less expensive for students, as these associations provide many
services for their members that all act as networking possibilities.
Members are kept up-to-date on news and events with periodic
newsletters. Often participation in at least one Special Interest Group
is included with membership, and this group will usually also pro-
duce a newsletter. These groups often focus on teaching a specific
population, such as elementary students, or a specific skill, such as
pronunciation. Many organizations offer awards and scholarships to
their members, for example, for travel to their annual conference or
to support a research project, and quite often these are targeted specif-
ically at graduate students as a way of supporting their growth and
encouraging their involvement in the organization.
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Professional organizations are also important in that they advocate
for us and help us to do so as individuals. Members of TESOL,
for example, work to ameliorate the status of part-time instructors
through their Caucus on Part-time Employment Concerns. The asso-
ciation also maintains an Advocacy Action Center on their website
to alert US ESL instructors of pending legislation that will affect
language education and language policy. Similarly, the Australian
Council of TESOL Associations (ACTA) website helps members keep
up to date on topics of interest in terms of the profession and related
issues, like literacy, multiculturalism, and the rights of indigenous
peoples. Because of concerns surrounding the ways that language
analysis was being used by governments as a way of determining the
country of origin of asylum-seekers, the British Association of Applied
Linguistics (BAAL) has endorsed a set of guidelines to be used when
relying on a refugees’ linguistic background as a way of determining
national origin.

Getting involved in these associations can mean any number of
things. You can:

• attend meetings
• volunteer to help with a newsletter
• lend your time to work on an advocacy campaign
• help with conference planning and organization
• register delegates at a conference
• run for an office
• edit your Special Interest Group’s newsletter

As soon as other members see that you are committed to the orga-
nization, you will find that your involvement continues to grow, as
others request help from you. List your memberships and any activ-
ities in which you have participated through the group on your CV.
Also as documentation, you can also save any emails or certificates
you receive that thank you for your service.

Student organizations

In Chapter 4 the importance of your fellow graduate students as a
source of educational and emotional support at present was intro-
duced. Here, we must note their importance in professional develop-
ment, as your current peers are also your future colleagues. While you
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will certainly find yourself interacting as part of an informal network
of friends who also discuss school and work, it can be worthwhile to
join (or form, if an appropriate group does not already exist at your
school) a more formal student organization. This might be a study or
research network in your department, or a university-wide club for
teachers of all sorts. If you are not Korean and have never been to
Korea, but want to find employment there, you might see if there
is a Korean Student Association on your campus, where you could
meet Koreans and begin to gain familiarity with Korean cultures and
customs. These organizations are places to discuss and collaborate on
research projects, study texts including and beyond what has been
assigned in classes, and share problems, ideas, and questions. Many
such groups invite speakers to campus, and organize events, such as
small conferences. These types of activities can enrich you personally
and professionally, and also serve as evidence after graduation of your
commitment to the field.

Getting involved online

Shy? Is all of this talk of meeting new people making you feel queasy?
Then you are a perfect candidate for internet-based teacher devel-
opment activities. Joining email lists and online discussion forums,
often available through professional associations, is another excel-
lent way to keep abreast of trends in the field. Novice instructors can
quickly learn what topics are of current interest to others in the pro-
fession and how they are being discussed. You can also post your own
questions to see what others think. Conferences, workshops, public
lectures, and other opportunities are regularly announced in these
forums. Email is also an excellent way to learn about new publica-
tions. In fact, you can sign up with most publishers to receive regular
emails about new books and products. If there is no professional asso-
ciation in your area, the first step to forming one could be to establish
an online community. Online interaction is particularly important
for those who are working under isolated conditions, either profes-
sionally (as the only ESL instructor) or physically (in very small towns
or rural locations).

Gaining experience

For those who are beginning a graduate program with little or even
no teaching experience, it is very important to gain some practice
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before completion of the program. While most MA programs will
require you to complete a practicum or internship, I mention this
here to emphasize its importance and suggest ways that you might
become involved beyond that particular requirement. Ideally, you
will want to be responsible for teaching a class of your own, even on
a volunteer basis, in order to show your ability to design and carry
out lessons. However, if this is not possible, you can also gain expe-
rience through tutoring individuals or small groups. You might also
look into the possibility of acting as an aide to an experienced ESL
instructor, and perhaps doing supervised teaching. Keep in mind the
types of learners you hope to teach in the future and try to work as
much as possible with that group.

Those with extensive teaching experience may want to use gradu-
ate school as a way to explore teaching in different contexts or with
different populations of learners. In addition, graduate school is also
a good time to try on new roles to see how they fit. Have you always
been curious about administrating an ESL program? Are you unhappy
with the large-scale assessment practices of your institution? Have
you not been able to find a textbook for very young ESL learners that
fits your needs? In addition to adding to your teaching credentials,
your time in graduate school can allow you to pursue these types of
issues and broaden your expertise. For both novice and experienced
MA TESOL students, activities done during graduate school should
help you position yourself to obtain the kind of job you desire after
graduation or to take on new responsibilities when you return to your
position.

Reflective teaching

Once you are teaching, you can begin to engage in reflective teaching
activities (see, e.g., Schön, 1983; Richards and Lockhart, 1996), which
became popular in the 1990s as a way of encouraging teachers to seek
change in their own classrooms through structured self-observation
and investigation, rather than relying solely on the advice of schol-
ars who were unfamiliar with daily life in the classroom. In addition,
it was recognized that each class is a specific context; the same
activity will be received differently by different classes, and even
the same students will respond variably from day to day or even
moment to moment. As such, reflective teaching is closely related to
the practitioner research described in the previous chapter, in that
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it involves teachers collecting data, reflecting upon it, and imple-
menting changes based on their findings. One main difference is that
there is less emphasis on making findings public and a greater focus
on engaging in these activities for professional growth, developing
a better understanding of the process of teaching and, in doing so,
becoming a better teacher.

Reflective teaching activities require teachers to examine their own
beliefs and assumptions about learning, teaching, language, and
learners. As with some of the types of research mentioned in the
previous chapter, students can also be involved in many of these
activities. Numerous excellent texts that suggest activities for doing
this are available (see the list at the end of this chapter for rec-
ommendations) and you can work through them on your own, or
by starting a reflective teaching group. Working with other instruc-
tors online is one way that some teachers have managed to create
reflective teaching groups that fit everyone’s busy schedule.

Conferences and workshops

Conferences and workshops are where you will find the most cutting-
edge work in the field being shared. Published accounts of research
findings can often take years to find their way into print, but most are
first shared publicly in these venues. Although presenting at a confer-
ence is an admirable goal, those who have never been to one can first
simply attend in order to become familiar with the various activities.
Not only will you hear reports of recent research, but you can also
learn about new publications at the book exhibit and meet your col-
leagues at social events. You can begin by attending a local conference
and work your way up to presenting at an international one.

When you are ready to present at a conference try to find samples
of successful submissions to use as models (see two in the activities
section at the end of this chapter). The conference proposal is a genre
with its own specific conventions and you will have a greater chance
of success if you follow those. A professor or classmate might be will-
ing to share an example, and sometimes the association hosting the
conference will provide one, in addition to their more general guide-
lines. You usually also need to submit a very short description of your
proposed session, and plenty of these can be found in prior confer-
ence proceedings posted on the website. You will also need to choose
the type of presentation you are going to make, usually either a paper
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or poster. Many first-time presenters prefer to share their findings
through a poster. This allows them to avoid the formal presentation,
which can be intimidating, and also has the advantage of being able
to engage in prolonged, one-on-one interaction while the poster is
being displayed. Do not be discouraged if your submission is rejected.
Some conferences must reject 50 percent or more of the submissions
they receive, although smaller, more local venues are likely to have a
higher acceptance rate.

When your first proposal is accepted, carefully prepare your pre-
sentation. If you are presenting a paper, you will want to read the
information for presenters to find out whether or not rooms will
be equipped with PowerPoint and whether handouts are encouraged
or discouraged (due to environmental concerns, many meetings are
now trying to cut down on paper consumption). Make sure you prac-
tice your presentation so that you are confident in its completeness
and certain that you can stay within the time limit. Note that by
‘practice’ I mean ‘say out loud.’ Silent reading will not allow you to
identify gaps or awkward wording in your presentation, nor will it
prepare you adequately for the actual delivery. Audio- or videotaping
a rehearsal of your presentation can also help you avoid the kind of
embarrassing slips that result from lack of proper preparation, as well
as check your timing and adjust your body language, if needed.

Remember, too, that you are speaking to your peers, and can
assume that they share a great deal of the same specialized back-
ground knowledge as you. Thus, they want to hear more about how
you have worked with a certain problem, rather than how others
have. In other words, spend plenty of time on your findings, rather
than on the background. When presenting a poster, be sure that you
use a font that is large enough to see from a short distance away and
that you make it easy for the reader to follow the order of the infor-
mation. Also, although you will remain with your poster for some
of the time, and thus be available for questions, people may come by
when you are not required to be present, so be sure to make the infor-
mation as complete as possible and have your contact information
available.

Publishing

When your presentation has been warmly received you may want to
consider expanding it into a publishable paper. (This is also the time



Professional Development in and beyond Graduate School 123

to make any changes to it based on feedback you received when pre-
senting.) Note, however, that your first publication does not have
to be a ground-breaking article in the ELT Journal. Remember the
association newsletters mentioned above? These are excellent spaces
for first publications. Publishing in smaller venues allows you to
report more informally on research or simply share a teaching tip,
rather than try to write up a lengthy, formal paper. Book reviews
are also excellent first publications and offer a valuable service to
the profession. It is also not too early in graduate school to begin
saving your innovative lesson plans – you may eventually want to
make them into a textbook. Finally, the web offers myriad ways
to publish your ideas electronically and receive rapid feedback. An
excellent and very readable source for learning about the publish-
ing world is Casanave and Vandrick’s (2003) edited collection. In
this volume new, experienced, and non-mainstream writers share
the challenges involved in getting a text published, and how they
negotiated these.

Preparing for the job market

All of the activities described above will certainly improve your
employment prospects, as they will help you stay informed and also
demonstrate your commitment to your profession. There are other
things, too, that you can do during your short time in graduate
school to prepare yourself for the job market, the first of which is
research what jobs are available. You should become familiar with
the postings early on in order to see what kinds of positions open
up in different parts of the world, and what salaries and benefits
are typically offered for different positions and teaching loads. The
websites of professional organizations often post job offers from
around to world and these are usually from large, reputable insti-
tutions. You can also find jobs at the thousands of small, private
schools around the world by going to sites such as Dave’s ESL
Café (http://www.eslcafe.com/), which has been a trusted site for
ESL information since the early days of the web. This site also has
numerous discussion forums. The similarly named David’s English
Teaching World (http://www.eltworld.net/forums/) is a more recent
addition, which also has extensive forums for sharing information
about working conditions around the globe.
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Careful reading of the information on these forums is important.
These are good places to start, but do gather information widely and
evaluate it with a critical eye. It can be difficult to tell whether the
negative posting about a school from one person accurately reflects
that institution’s working conditions, or whether that person was
merely a disgruntled employee. You might check for other postings
by the same person to try to assess this. You can also assess the institu-
tion on whether or not it requires some kind of degree or certification
for its instructors, and how many contact hours are considered full
time. Contact hours refers to your actual time in the classroom, and
in professional institutions that expect their instructors to prepare
properly for each class and provide their students with feedback,
20 contact hours is full-time. In the end, it is always best to try to
obtain information from people you trust who are familiar with your
situation and with the teaching institution to which you want to
apply.

Also while in school you can begin to research and prepare the
certifications or documentation that will be necessary for your job.
This is certainly true if you plan to teach in a country where you
grew up and feel you are quite familiar with the social customs, but
even more so if you want to teach in a country that you have only
experienced, say, as a tourist. What do application materials look
like in different countries? Should you include a picture of your-
self or not? How much of your education should you include? High
school? Elementary school? Should you mention your past employ-
ment or education that was not directly related to teaching ESL?
Unfortunately, as mentioned previously, non-native English speaking
instructors should be prepared to defend their proficiency and cre-
dentials on the job market. Always present your multilingualism as
an asset, emphasizing your intercultural awareness, your appropriate-
ness as a model for your students, and the ways that your knowledge
of their native language(s) will make you more responsive to their
needs. This preparation should be done in conjunction with your
perusal of the job announcements so that you can easily have on
hand the appropriate documentation when you are actually ready to
apply for a job.

In addition to maintaining a paper portfolio, you may want to
consider creating and maintaining an e-portfolio through Google
sites, for example. A portfolio (paper or electronic) can provide
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evidence of your professional abilities and burgeoning leadership in
the field. You can include syllabi and lesson plans, video record-
ings of your teaching, research reports, your teaching philosophy,
and evidence of professional development in the form of conference
presentations and publications. It is also helpful to have peers and
supervisors observe your teaching and include their written report in
your portfolio.

If your university maintains a career services center, take advantage
of it. These centers offer help in identifying appropriate positions,
but more importantly they often have sample job correspondence
you can look at. They can also evaluate your CV and cover letters to
help you make them stronger and tailor them for different contexts.
The staff may allow you to do a mock interview and give you feed-
back on how better to represent yourself. This can give you an idea
of the types of questions that will be asked, and allow you to prac-
tice talking about your teaching philosophy and your strengths and
weaknesses (or, framed more palatably, ‘areas in which you are striv-
ing for improvement’). If these options are not available to you, seek
out a supervisor or more experienced peer to help you.

As a final note, I strongly suggest that you keep a journal during
graduate school. On a personal level, documenting both your social
and educational experiences will help you remember this time in
your life and chart the changes you went through. On a professional
level, such a diary will provide you with endless questions to explore
throughout your career. While in school it is difficult enough to com-
plete required readings and assignments, let alone follow up on all of
the interesting books and articles that your professors and colleagues
mention. If you keep track, too, of questions that occur to you, but
that you are unable to pursue immediately, you may find that you
are able to do so once you have graduated. If you do not write these
down, however, it is unlikely that you will remember them one or
two years later.

Recommended readings

Forhan, L. E. and Scheraga, M. (2000). Becoming sociopolitically
active. In J. K. Hall and W. Eggington (eds.) The Sociopolitics of
English Language Teaching. (pp. 195–221) Clevedon: Multilingual
Matters.
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Bailey, K., Curtis, A., and Nunan, D. (2001). Pursuing Professional
Development: The Self as Source. Boston, MA: Heinle & Heinle.

Richards, J. C. and Farrell, T. S. C. (2005). Professional Development
for Language Teaching: Strategies for Teacher Learning. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.

These three texts provide extensive information and activities that
you can engage in for reflective teaching, action research, and
professional development.

Egbert, J. (ed.) (2003). Becoming Contributing Professionals. Alexandria,
VA: TESOL.

Murphey, T. (ed.) (2003). Extending Professional Contributions.
Alexandria, VA: TESOL.

These two books are the first in TESOL’s series of four books on
professional development targeted for teachers at different career
stages.

Garton, S. and Richards, K. (eds.) (2008). Professional Encounters in
TESOL: Discourses of Teachers in Teaching. London: Palgrave.

This edited collection provides accounts of ESL teacher development
in a variety of international contexts and across the career span, with
the first section focused on teachers still in training.

Activities

1. What local and national TESOL-related professional organizations
exist in your future teaching location? Look at their website to
learn about the kinds of resources, support, and opportunities the
association offers.

2. Go to the websites of major publishers of ESL textbooks and
teacher education materials and sign up to receive email notices
for new books that may be of interest to you. Examples of of these
publishers are Cambridge University Press, Heinemann (especially
for elementary and secondary ESL materials), Heinle & Heinle,
Oxford University Press, Palgrave, Pearson, Routledge, and the
University of Michigan Press.

3. Below are two conference proposals and their brief summaries.
The first (now published, see Bell, 2009) was submitted as part
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of a symposium for AILA’s 2005 World Congress. The second was
for a paper (see Bell, 2006) which was delivered at AAAL in 2004.
Recalling the discussion of genre from Chapter 4, try to identify
the parts of each abstract. What similarities and differences do you
see and how do you account for them? For example, why do you
think the amount of detail regarding methodology is so different
between the two proposals?

Abstract 1: Learning about and through humor in the L2
classroom

In order to help language instructors make sense of humor and
select appropriate examples to use in their classrooms, several schol-
ars have put forth typologies of humor and made recommendations
for the appropriate levels of learners with which each type might
be used (e.g., Trachtenberg, 1979; Deneire, 1995; Schmitz, 2002).
These propositions are not without controversy. Humorous commu-
nication is extremely complex in both its forms and functions (e.g.,
Norrick, 1993), and much of the previous work has not examined
these complexities in the detail necessary for the target audience,
classroom language teachers, to be able to make informed judgments
concerning the possible role of in their classrooms. In addition, these
researchers have not made use of naturally occurring interaction in
making their recommendations.

This paper draws on data (interviews, participant observation, and
discourse analysis of audio or video taped interaction) collected
from three research projects involving the use and understanding
of humor by L2 speakers in both classroom and non-classroom sit-
uations to illuminate what has so far been a largely theoretical
discussion. While Davies (2003) has suggested that the classroom
normally cannot provide the type of context necessary for learners
to participate in and thus develop competence in L2 humor, I argue
that it is appropriate to address L2 humor in the classroom as many
learners voice a desire for this and because access to humor is fre-
quently restricted for L2 speakers interacting with NSs outside of
educational contexts. I then review recommendations for pedagog-
ical applications of humor in the L2 classroom and use examples to
demonstrate how these are inadequate for determining what might
be taught and learned and to whom. I close with suggestions for
incorporating humor into the language classroom in light of the data
presented of learner humor.
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Summary 1

While language teachers are advised of the benefits of humor, data
of learner humor show how these recommendations inadequately
present the complexities of humor, oversimplifying what might be
taught and to whom. Humor should, however, be addressed as
learners often have little access to it in interaction with NSs.

Abstract 2: Humor in NS–NNS interaction: resources, rights, and
representations

The application of sociocultural theory to L2 learning has yielded
insights into the ways in which the construction of social identity
in interaction can shape L2 proficiency and learners’ access to L2
linguistic resources. Joan Kelly Hall (1995) points out that the more
social identities are constructed in such a way as to highlight differ-
ences, the more (L2) speech will be evaluated vis-à-vis the perceived
rights of that group membership, rather than viewing the speakers’
contributions as those of individuals freely choosing their language.
This study demonstrates how, in conversations between NSs and
NNSs, humor may act as an especially volatile site for L2 speak-
ers’ proficiency and access to linguistic resources to be facilitated or
restrained.

This research used case study methodology to document the ways
in which L2 verbal humor was negotiated and constructed by three
adult female advanced NNSs of English as they interacted with NSs
of English. The primary source of data came from tape recordings
made over a period of one to two years by the participants of their
interaction with NSs. They were also interviewed about their experi-
ences with L2 humor and participated in playback sessions in which
their interpretations of portions of the taped interaction were sought.
Qualitative and quantitative discourse analysis of these data sources
showed how identities were constructed by different participants
across different contexts and what the results of these constructions
were on the NNSs’ L2 use.

In this presentation I focus largely on one participant, showing
how her language use varied in contexts in which she was positioned
as ‘other’ to those occasions when she was constructed as a full mem-
ber of the group. Finally, I compare her situation to that of the other
two case study participants and suggest reasons as to why humorous
interaction may induce such positioning.
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Summary 2

Discourse analysis of conversations between three advanced female
L2 users and their NS interlocutors shows how humorous interaction
can act as a site in which NNS identities are subject to very different
constructions, which in turn affect their proficiency and access to L2
resources.



Conclusion

The main goal of this book has been to prepare you to enter and
succeed in an MA TESOL program. We worked toward this in two
parts. First, I introduced you to the history and many of the current
concepts being examined in the field. We also discussed ways of con-
ceptualizing language, teaching, and learning. In the second part of
the text we focused on the actual experience of graduate school and
what it might entail, as well as describing ways to position yourself
for success on the job market. Throughout the book I have tried to
emphasize both the common core of beliefs and concerns shared by
ELT professionals, as well as the diversity among these beliefs. If you
have used this book as part of a course, this will have become appar-
ent to you as your professor perhaps emphasized points differently,
noted areas I have neglected, or disagreed with certain aspects.

Overall, however, I hope that you now feel better equipped to face
the challenge of getting your degree and have a better idea of what
to expect in the process. I also hope I have conveyed the reality that
no MA TESOL program can prepare you for every challenge you will
face as a teacher, nor can it cover every topic in depth. Cliché as
it may be, being a teacher means being a lifelong learner, and your
experiences after graduate school will continue to help you develop
as an ELT professional. You should leave your program feeling a part
of the TESOL community, sharing in its resources and knowing how
to access them.

As I write this Conclusion we are nearing the start of another school
year and I find myself regularly engaged in conversations with col-
leagues where we bemoan our too short break or commiserate about
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our feelings of unpreparedness. Even many highly experienced teach-
ers will admit to having a few jitters before their first class meetings.
We worry about knowing enough and about engaging the students.
We look again at the activities that we have planned, checking to see
that they are clearly written, and we hope that they lead to better
learning outcomes. Then, once courses start, we continue to worry.
Our students see us for a few short hours each week, leaving our class
to go on to other activities, while we spend the rest of the day fil-
tering much of what we encounter through the lens of that class: ‘I
could use the scene from this movie as an example for my students!’
or ‘I wonder if Maya saw the announcement for this guest speaker?
It would be a great resource for her project.’ Given the all-consuming
nature of teaching, sometimes a less demanding job that gets left
behind at the end of the day sounds appealing.

Another recent experience helps explain why, despite all this,
teaching is something so many people love to do. A friend with
whom I had served in the Peace Corps emailed recently with news
of a Cameroonian woman who was seeking to contact her former
English teachers. Although we had taught her for only a month or so
during our training 15 years ago, she remembered all of our names
and wished to thank us. All teachers have one or two stories like this
one, where students from the past come back to share their appre-
ciation for our work. Far more frequent, however, and even more
rewarding are the much smaller triumphs: the joy of watching stu-
dents becoming so engrossed in an activity that they lose track of
time, the satisfaction of having explained something perfectly, the
mutual development that comes from teacher–student dialog.

I wish you luck as you start on your new career and welcome you
to the profession. I hope this text will serve as a reference as you
develop your teaching persona and continue to improve the class-
room experience for your students. I would be delighted to hear of
your experiences and how this book may have influenced you.



Appendix A
Common Acronyms and
Abbreviations in TESOL

ACTFL: American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages. The
acronym is used for the professional organization and also for the
test of L2 proficiency that was developed by that organization.

CALL: computer-assisted language learning
CBI: content-based instruction
CLT: communicative language teaching
EAL: English as an additional language. This term has been used largely

in Britain, although its usage may spread, as it avoids the potential
confusion of ESL.

EAP: English for Academic Purposes (a subset of ESP)
EFL: English as a foreign language. Traditionally, this refers to English

when it is taught or learned in a place where it is not the primary
language of communication, such as Japan or Germany.

ELL: English language learner
ELT: English language teaching/training
ESL: English as a second language. This has been used as a contrast to

EFL to describe the teaching or learning of English in a place where
it is the primary language of communication, such as in Australia or
the US. It is also, however, seen as the most general term to describe
English language teaching.

ESOL: English to speakers of other languages
ESP: English for specific/special purposes. This refers to, for example,

English teaching for engineers or nurses.
FL: foreign language
IELTS: International English Language Testing System
IL: interlanguage
L1: first language
L2: second language. This is often used as a cover term for all addi-

tional languages a person knows in addition to their L1, although
L3 can be used to specify, for example, the acquisition of a third
language.
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LEP: limited/low English proficient/proficiency. The term has been used
by K-12 schools in the US, but has fallen into disfavor because of its
negative connotations.

NES: native English speaker
NNES: non-native English speaker
NNS: non-native speaker
NS: native speaker
NL: native language
SI: sheltered instruction. This is used mainly in US K-12 schools.
SLA: second language acquisition
SLL: second language learning
TBLT: task-based language teaching
TEFL: teaching English as a foreign language
TESL: teaching English as a second language
TESOL: teachers of English to speakers of other languages (professional

organization)
TL: target language (i.e.; the language that one is attempting to learn)
TOEFL: Test of English as a Foreign Language
TOEIC: Test of English for International Communication
TSE: Test of Spoken English
TWE: Test of Written English
WE: World Englishes



Appendix B
Websites for TESOL Information
and Professional Development

Applied linguistics associations

http://www.aila.info/ International Association of Applied Linguistics
http://www.aaal.org/ American Association for Applied Linguistics
http://www.baal.org.uk/ British Association for Applied Linguistics
http://www.aclacaal.org/ Canadian Association of Applied Linguistics

TESOL and language education professional associations

http://www.iatefl.org/ International Association of Teachers of English as a
Foreign Language (find your local affiliate organization here, too)

http://www.tesol.org/ Teachers of English to Speakers of Other Languages
(find your local affiliate here, too)

http://www.natecla.org.uk/ National Association for Teaching English and
Other Community Languages to Adults

http://www.tesol.org.au Australian Council of TESOL Associations
http://www.tesl.ca/ TESL Canada

Language education research centers

These usually offer research reports, professional development opportunities,
and classroom activities based on research.

http://www.cilt.org.uk/ National Centre for Languages
http://www.carla.umn.edu/ Center for Advanced Research on Language

Acquisition
http://www.cal.org/ Center for Applied Linguistics
http://nflrc.hawaii.edu/ National Foreign Language Resource Center
http://www.ncela.gwu.edu/ National Clearinghouse for English Language

Acquisition and Language Instruction Educational Programs

Other sources
http://www.conferencealerts.com/ Choose ‘linguistics’ to see many confer-

ences related to TESOL worldwide
http://www.linguistlist.org/ The Linguist List
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behaviorism: A psychological approach that saw learning as a process of habit
formation, in which the individual responded to some stimulus, received pos-
itive or negative reinforcement for their behavior, and either maintained or
altered that behavior in the future, based on the feedback. This perspective
was popular in the US during the early twentieth century and in applied
linguistics is associated in particular with the work of B. F. Skinner.

Chomsky, Noam: Linguist best known for his theories of syntax and for
proposing the view of language as innate.

communicative competence: This term is used to describe the entire knowl-
edge of language needed to communicate. Rather than simply encompassing
grammatical knowledge, it includes rules of how to select and use language
appropriately across contexts.

competence: This term refers to a speaker’s mental representation or
knowledge of language. It is often used in contrast with performance, or
language use.

Corder, S. Pit: Applied linguist whose contributions include the development
of error analysis, the study of interlanguage, and the distinction between error
and mistake.

de Saussure, Ferdinand: Early linguist whose works became the basis for what
became known as structuralist linguistics.

discourse: In this text ‘discourse’ refers to language beyond the level of the
sentence. From this perspective the study of discourse involves understand-
ing how texts work as cohesive and coherent units. It is important to note,
however, that this is a term that is used in distinct ways by different scholars.

English for Specific Purposes (ESP): The term used to describe English
instruction that is tailored for the needs of particular groups (e.g., engineers,
business people, or airline pilots). English for Academic Purposes (EAP) is
considered a subdivision of ESP.

formative assessment: A type of evaluation that is ongoing and serves to facil-
itate the development of the student. It can be contrasted with summative
assessment.

form-focused instruction: This term is used to describe instructional
techniques that attempt to draw the learner’s attention, implicitly or
explicitly, to the formal and structural features of the target language within
a communicative context.
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genre: A genre is a type of text that can be recognized by the typical (or
generic) rhetorical features it tends to exhibit with regard to linguistic choices
of grammar and vocabulary, as well as content and organization.

Halliday, M. A. K.: Linguist who developed a new approach to linguis-
tics known as Systemic Functional Linguistics. His work has been piv-
otal in L1 and L2 education, particularly with respect to the notion of
genre.

Hymes, Dell: Anthropologist whose work with language led SLA schol-
ars to focus on studying the nature and development of communicative
competence.

informed consent: Refers to the procedure by which participants in a research
project are provided with clear and accurate information about the risks and
benefits of the study and then are able to decide whether or not they choose
to participate. Informed consent is obtained mainly to protect the research
participants.

input: This refers to the language to which learners are exposed. This includes
both oral and written language.

instrumental motivation: This describes the learning of a language primarily
for the purposes of achieving some practical goal, such as gaining university
admission or obtaining employment.

integrative motivation: This describe the learning of language primarily with
the goal of developing relationships (integrating oneself) with the speakers of
that language.

interlanguage: This refers to the L2 learner’s still-developing language.

Jakobson, Roman: Prominent structural linguist whose main contributions
include linguistic typology and universals.

Krashen, Stephen: Applied linguist who introduced the notion of compre-
hensible input and developed the Monitor Model, a comprehensive theory of
SLA. His work today focuses on literacy and bilingualism.

Lado, Robert: Applied linguist who developed the technique of contrastive
analysis used to compare two languages with the goal of developing effective
pedagogical approaches.

lingua franca: A language that is commonly used for wider communication
in multilingual situations.

modified input: This refers to input that has been adapted to facilitate
communication with a non-native speaker. Changes may include shorter
sentences, simpler vocabulary, and clearer articulation.

morphology: This is the branch of linguistics that studies the smallest mean-
ingful units of language (morphemes). The word ‘cats,’ for example, contains
two morphemes: cat and the plural suffix -s.
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multicompetence: Vivian Cook introduced this term to describe the state of
mind of an individual who knows more than one language.

negative evidence: This refers to language from which the learner can discern
what is not grammatical in the target language. Error correction is one type of
negative evidence. (See also positive evidence.)

negotiation: This describes the interactional and linguistic changes that
speakers make in an effort to communicate. It is often referred to more
completely as negotiation of meaning.

performance: This term is used to refer to language use, in contrast to
language knowledge. (See also competence.)

phonetics: Thhe branch of linguistics that seeks to describe the physical
properties of language sounds.

phonology: The branch of linguistics that examines the sound inventories of
languages and the ways in which these pattern in language. Differences in the
sound inventories of languages often result in pronunciation difficulties for
L2 learners.

positive evidence: This refers to any input that demonstrates to the learner
what is grammatical in the target language. The speech or writing of native
speakers generally functions as positive evidence. (See also negative evi-
dence.)

postmethod: Braj Kumaravadivelu introduced this term to describe the dis-
ciplinary shift from methods provided by experts for teachers, to a more
flexible, responsive, and local pedagogy developed by teachers based on sound
principles of teaching and learning.

poverty of the stimulus: Thhe name given to Chomsky’s assertion that the
input received by language learners is of low quality, as it contains disfluent
and ungrammatical examples of speech.

pragmatics: The branch of linguistics that examines the ways in which
meaning is construed between speakers, and how the context, speakers, and
conversational goals influence the ways that this occurs.

recast: A recast is a specific type of feedback, in which the interlocutor
reformulates a learner’s utterance, correcting any error that occurred.

register: This refers to language varieties used within specific situations. For
example, we may use a formal register in giving a speech, or a professional
register, such as the language of physicians, in a workplace context.

scaffolding: This refers to developmentally appropriate (that is, neither too
much nor too little) support for a learning activity that is provided to a learner
by a teacher or more advanced peer and that allows that learner to accomplish
the task.

Selinker, Larry: Applied linguist who introduced the term interlanguage.
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semantics: The branch of linguistics that examines word and sentence
meaning.

Skinner, B. F.: Behavioral psychologist whose work contributed to the
development of the audiolingual method of language teaching.

summative assessment: This type of evaluation attempts to check on and
summarize what a student has learned at a certain point in time. It is
contrasted with formative assessment.

syntax: The branch of linguistics that studies the rules by which phrases and
sentences are constructed.

target language: This refers to the language being learned.

task: In L2 education, a task is an activity that focuses learners’ attention on
meaning and has a clear goal and outcome. Tasks may also implicitly direct
learners’ attention to form, but communication is primary.

Vygotsky, Lev: Psychologist whose work on language, thought, and human
development has been influential in bringing a view of mental processes as
social, as much as cognitive, to applied linguistics.

zone of proximal development: Vygotsky coined this term to describe a
metaphorical space between what a learner can do on his or her own and
what he or she can achieve with assistance. (See scaffolding).
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