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Chung, Yung-Chen. ―Exploring Adult English as a Second Language Teachers‘ 

Experiences and Perceptions of Language Instructional Methods.‖ Unpublished Doctor of 

Education Dissertation, University of Houston, August, 2013.  

Abstract 

This dissertation study is aimed at gaining a deeper understanding of adult 

English teaching by examining English as second language (ESL) teachers‘ experiences 

and perceptions of learning, selecting, and implementing language instructional methods. 

ESL programs and courses in the United States have proliferated in order to meet the 

language demands of the rapidly expanding population of non-native English speaking 

immigrants and/or of international students who have some grasp of English who seek to 

improve their English language skills. As a result, it is imperative to draw attention to 

teachers‘ instruction since instruction is the medium for cultivating knowledge and skills 

in learners, and is thus closely related to classroom effectiveness as well as to student 

learning. For this reason, understanding how ESL teachers perceive and practice language 

instructional methods was conducive for the teacher participants of this study to engage 

in deliberate reconsideration and reflection of the teaching principles they have long 

believed in and practiced. In addition, the issues that have occurred in their pedagogy 

surfaced and can serve as a mirror for ESL preservice teachers, language method 

instructors, program directors, curriculum planners, and language experts who devote 

themselves to the invention and improvement of language teaching methods.   

In an attempt to obtain a better understanding of the teaching methods prior to 

data collection, literature of the 20 contemporary language instructional methods 

(Grammar-Translation Method, Direct Method, Direct Method, Situational Language 

Teaching, Total Physical Response, Silent Way, Community Language Learning, 

Suggestopedia, Whole Language Multiple Intelligences, Neurolingistic Programming, 
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Lexical Approach Education, Natural Approach, Cooperative Language Learning, and 

Task-Based Teaching) are presented. Their characteristics as well as strengths and 

weaknesses are charted. These are reviewed according to the changing trends of language 

methodology in the 20th century. Several studies on language educators‘ perceptions of 

language instructional methods are also reviewed.  

This research was conducted with mixed methods at two stages. In the first stage, 

an electronic questionnaire which was focused on the familiarity level of and the use of 

the instructional methods served as an instrument to select participants for extensive 

interviews in this study. The questionnaire was distributed to all ESL teachers at an 

anonymous adult language center. Twenty-seven teachers participated in the survey and 

twenty completed the entire questionnaire. The selection of the teacher participants for 

the interviews was based on several criteria: The teachers' agreement with the classroom 

observations; the completion of their responses to every closed-ended question in the 

survey; their demonstrations of a higher familiarity level with the instructional methods; 

their teaching experience of more than 10 years; and the richness of the teachers' 

responses to the open-ended questions in the questionnaire. Three teachers were selected 

to participate in the interviews. At the second stage, data were collected from the three 

teachers' interviews, classroom observation notes, e-mail correspondences, course 

materials, and course syllabi. In this second phase, narrative inquiry was used to conduct 

the research. This dissertation research is a study of experience and narrative inquiry is 

mainly focused on the study of ―the ways humans experience the world‖ (Connelly & 

Clandinin, 1990, p. 2). Such a focus lends itself to capturing ESL teachers‘ relationships, 

interactions, and situations.  It provides an in-depth understanding of and more profound 

insights into what and how ESL teachers actually think and do in their practice of the 
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language instructional methods through excavating their personal life experiences and 

professional knowledge. Each of the three teacher participants' narratives were illustrated 

with a story constellation (Craig, 2007) that helped represent their three-dimensional 

experiences (time, place, interactions) of the language instructional methodologies from 

the classrooms where they were language learners to classrooms where they became the 

teachers of ESL/EFL learners.   

The major findings derived from the research was that all three participants' past 

experiences of learning foreign languages and the instructional methods used to teach 

them served to shape their subsequent teaching experiences with the language 

instructional methodologies over time. Accordingly, their current teaching practices will, 

in turn, influence their future teaching practices. Although the stories told by each of the 

teachers are unique, all three teachers demonstrated some similar changes as well as some 

different ones in the process of experiencing the language instructional methodologies in 

different contexts and time. The following themes capture these similarities and 

differences: (a) continuous experiences with language instructional methodologies; (b) 

images of ESL teachers; (c) learners' characteristics; (d) everyday teaching management; 

(e) learning strategies; (f) students' difficulties in learning; (g) teachers' difficulties and 

challenges; (h) applications and perspectives of instructional methodologies; (i) teachers' 

changes and suggestions for novices. Finally, an issue relating to teaching methods 

courses is discussed and the researcher's conclusions are offered.     
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

One of the fastest growing courses offered in adult education in the United Sates 

is in the area of English as a Second Language (ESL) due to the rapid growth of 

immigration of non-native English speakers. Since the 1980s, percentage of immigrants 

in the U.S. has significantly increased. When this study was still in the preparation 

process in 2007, the number of immigrants reached 37.9 million and broke the record in 

American immigration history according to the immigration report from the Center for 

Immigration Studies (Camarota, 2007). Three years later when this study began to be 

conducted in 2010, the immigrant population created another record-breaking number, 40 

million with a 28 percent increase over the population in 2000. With regard to adult ESL 

learners, there were 6.8 million learners enrolled in adult ESL programs from 2006 to 

2012 (U.S. Department of Education, 2012). During the period of 2008 to 2011, the 

number of adult ESL learners in Texas had a dramatic increase from 52,576 (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2008) to 117,604 in 2011 (Texas Workforce Investment 

Council, 2012). According to these statistic facts, adult English language learners have 

become the largest population among adult education students in the U.S.     

For this reason, U.S. adult education programs that offer ESL courses play 

important roles in instructing non-native speakers of English. However, while ESL 

courses have increased to meet the demands of the rapidly growing non-native English 

speakers, it is imperative to look into issues that impact adult ESL learning. This 

dissertation research placed a major concern on teachers‘ instruction since instruction is 

the medium for transmitting knowledge and skills to learners, and is thus closely related 

to classroom effectiveness as well as to students‘ learning. That is to say, a teacher‘s 
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choice of the instructional method crucially influences whether students‘ learning takes 

place effectively or not.  

Therefore, one major reason that motivated me to conduct the research in the area 

of language instructional methods was due to my concern for quality teaching for the 

increasing demands of ESL teachers and programs in the United States. The other equally 

important reason was due to being both an English as a Second Language learner as well 

as a teacher in the United States and in my native country, Taiwan, I have had numerous 

opportunities to experience receiving and giving instruction in English language 

classrooms. Meanwhile, since I, for nearly 20 years, was mostly educated in Taiwan 

where the education systems, curricula, and teacher-student relationships are deeply 

rooted in the concepts developed by Confucius (BC 551-479).  Confucius is thus far the 

most influential educator and philosopher in East Asia, my teaching philosophy hence has 

also been profoundly influenced by Confucius, particularly his advocacy in the idea of 

―yin tsai shi jiao (因材施教)‖ meaning ―teaching students the same materials with 

different teaching methods in accordance with their individual aptitudes/abilities and 

situations.‖ Further, in Chinese, ―teaching‖ is translated into a phrase of two characters, 

教 and 學, meaning teaching and learning. Thus, I believe teaching must occur first 

before students' learning can take place, and "how to teach" directly influences students' 

learning outcomes. When I teach, I always relate my experience as a former student to 

my students' current learning situations. I try to avoid employing the methods or 

techniques that did not help me learn and only utilize those that kept me motivated. 

Hence, I believe our thoughts and behavior as well as who we have become today are 

essentially shaped by our prior experiences. This also ignited my interest to commit 
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myself to seeking an in-depth understanding of how ESL teachers perceive and practice 

language teaching methods based on their individual teaching and learning experiences.      

Significance of the Study 

Many studies have been conducted on various aspects of teachers‘ perceptions in 

the area of English language education. For instance, teachers‘ perceptions of specific 

assessment tools (e.g., Atari, 1998; Wang, 2009; Jia, Eslami, & Burlbaw, 2006), of 

technology issues (e.g., Kim, 2008; Ko, 2008) and of professional development (e.g., 

Batt, 2008; Pettis, 1998; Yough, 2008) are extensively researched. Moreover, 

considerable research in teachers‘ perceptions of language instructional methods and 

syllabi also have been investigated worldwide (e.g., Brown & Paulus, 2008; Fang, 2006; 

Hassan & Selamat, 2002; Kim, 1999; Li, 1998; Wang, 2008). Although teachers‘ 

perceptions regarding language instructional methods have been examined in numerous 

studies, they are primarily limited to the analyses of the applications of a particular 

instructional method or comparison of two particular methods perceived by teachers.  

Little has discussed how teachers perceive and reflect on their applications of 

various contemporary language instructional methods as a whole. With regards to the 

context in these studies, many focused on English language teachers located in countries 

where English is spoken as a foreign language or solely for the purpose of 

communication. Although some research   conducted in English speaking countries, such 

as Australia, United Kingdom and United States also study adult English language 

teachers in intensive language programs, it is noteworthy that the data from these studies 

as well as those in other countries were mostly collected using quantitative research 

methods combining with structured interviews. Among the studies on English language 

teachers‘ experiences and perceptions that utilize qualitative research methods, few of 
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them, according to my literature review, were conducted through narrative inquiry with 

which my dissertation research is based on.    

Through sharing teaching and learning experiences in the interviews, the teacher 

participants in this study expressed that they reconsidered their instruction and 

strengthened their teaching philosophies or principles. Additionally, this study seeks to 

benefit other groups of people. Preservice or inservice ESL teachers can learn from other 

ESL teachers' experiences,  while thinking about their own teaching by reflecting on their 

personal experiences. Also, this study hopes to raise language methods instructors' 

awareness to design and modify their methods courses through understanding teachers' 

use of instructional methods in real classroom settings. For ESL program directors, they 

may better understand the teachers' potential challenges in teaching thus provide 

sufficient support for their teachers. Finally, this study may potentially benefit curriculum 

planners and instructional methods experts to take teachers' actual instructional needs and 

circumstances into considerations in the process of lesson planning or method developing 

which is often decontextualized. 

Purpose of the Study 

The background of the research proposed in this dissertation is an English 

language intensive program with a mission to help non-native English speaking adults 

improve language skills in order to reach their personal, academic and professional goals. 

The program is located in Houston, Texas, an English-speaking city that is one of the 

most racially and ethnically diverse cities in the U.S.A. The purpose of this study was 

gain an in-depth understanding of how English as a Second Language teachers in such a 

program choose and apply the language instructional methods that would be appropriate 

and beneficial to their adult learners. It is also the goal of the current study to probe what 
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they reflect on their practice of language instructional methods through the narrations of 

their personal perspectives and experiences of teaching and learning.  

Research Questions 

The current research study aims to address the following questions:  

 What experiences did ESL teachers have in their teacher preparation programs 

and in their own learning when they were language learners? 

 How do ESL teachers learn language instructional methodologies? 

 How do ESL teachers perceive language instructional methodologies in terms of 

their underlying pedagogical principles and characteristics toward teaching and 

learning? 

 How do ESL teachers apply language instructional methodologies in their 

classrooms? 

 What are the critical factors influencing ESL teachers‘ choices of language 

instructional methods?  

Definitions of ESL and EFL 

        There are several points that need to be considered in teaching English to adults who 

are learning it as a second language. First of all, the instructional setting can be quite 

different between mono-ethnic/monolingual countries where English is taught as a 

foreign language and multi-ethnic/multilingual countries where English is taught as a 

second language. It is, thus, necessary to differentiate between teaching English as a 

Second Language (ESL) and teaching English as a Foreign Language (EFL). Generally 

speaking, the setting of ESL is used in an English-speaking environment for non-native 

speakers to learn English such as in the U.S., and it is also used in work and educational 

institutions in non-English speaking environments when English is used as a lingua 

franca for communication purposes (Marckwardt, 1965), such as in the Philippines and 
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Singapore. Learners in ESL classes are often from different language backgrounds. On 

the contrary, the EFL setting is often used in a non-English-speaking environment for 

non-native speakers to learn English, such as in Taiwan and Japan. Learners in  EFL 

classes usually share the same native language background. Hence, due to the more 

complex classroom environment, teachers in ESL classroom setting have to be more 

aware if they have employed the instructional methods suited to the needs of diverse 

student backgrounds. For example, some adult English learners who come from countries 

where the teachers‘ instructional methods tend to be more teacher-centered may be 

hesitant when an ESL teacher uses a method that is of more student-centered.  

Types of ESL Programs 

        Adult ESL learners who attend ESL programs often come with different levels of 

education and literacy skills in their native languages and wish to learn English language 

for different purposes. Accordingly, a large number of ESL programs are offered and 

intend to meet the needs of various types of adult learners. Following is a brief 

introduction of four basic types of adult ESL programs in the U.S.  

General English Programs 

The first type are general English programs, also known as intensive English 

programs,.  They offer all aspects of English courses, including practical skills of 

communication, literacy, and general cultural knowledge that can be applied to everyday 

life as well as survival skills that help learners to adapt in social settings. Another type of 

the general ESL programs deserving a mention is family literacy programs in which 

courses are designed for limited English proficient parents of Pre-K to elementary-age 

school children. General listening, speaking, reading and writing are taught in the context 

of life skills as well as parenting skills and involvement in their children‘s education. The 
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general/intensive English programs are available in a wide range of locations: Affiliated 

language programs in universities, community colleges, community-based programs 

offered by school districts, non-profit organizations, or supported by a group of people 

who emigrated from the same country to the U.S., continuing education programs, and 

private language institutes.  

Academic Preparation Programs 

The second type, ESL programs for academic preparation, which are sometimes 

known as pre-academic or pre-university programs, prepare learners to fulfill language 

requirements to study at a university. In addition to general study skills, ESL programs of 

this kind usually aim to teach learners with a combination of ESL courses in academic 

listening, speaking, reading, and writing for coursework at the university level and other 

university level courses. For example, in a listening/speaking class, learners learn how to 

take lecture notes, practice class presentations,  and participate in discussions. The pre-

academic programs are usually located in universities, community colleges, and private 

language institutes. One example is the University of California at San Diego offering an 

intensive pre-university program where learners are required to enroll in its classes for a 

minimum of 10 weeks.  

Exam Preparation Programs 

        The third type, exam preparation programs, such as those for the preparation of 

TOEFL (Test of English as a Foreign Language) required for admission to most U.S. 

universities, offer courses that focus on content of the test (e.g., listening, structure, and 

reading comprehension)  and test-taking strategies to help improve learners‘ test scores. 

These exam preparation programs are often combined as part of intensive English 

programs in universities, community colleges, and private language institutes. Brandon 
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College in California, for instance, offers a TOEFL preparation program that lasts from 

four to twelve weeks.  

English for Specific Purposes Programs 

The fourth type of ESL programs, English for specific purposes programs (ESP), 

can be further categorized into two subtypes. The first subtype is commonly offered in 

educational contexts where English is taught a specific academic subject, such as a 

psychology or biology course in universities and community colleges. The University of 

Illinois at Chicago is an example that offers English courses for international teaching 

assistants to improve their presentation skills. Since vocational courses offered in the 

second subtype of the ESP, these programs are often referred to as VESL programs. 

Business English classes, for instance, include business conversation, vocabulary, and 

writing formal letters and so forth to help learners improve their business communication 

skills. In addition, English survival skills courses are sometimes classified in the ESP 

programs. Columbia Basin College in Washington is one of the examples that offers 

Vocational ESL program. While the first subtype of ESP programs is  housed in 

universities and community colleges, the second subtype is provided in workplace and a 

variety of locations similar to those where general/intensive English programs are 

offered.   

Differences between Adult and Child Language Learners 

        To address the needs of adult learners, it is also necessary to consider factors that are 

related to differences between adult and child language learners, such as biological 

factors and social factors. According to proponents of the Critical Period Hypothesis 

(CPH) (Brown, 2000), biological changes in the brain around puberty result in the two 

hemispheres of the brain functioning independently. After this neurological change takes 
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place, acquiring native-like competence in a second language becomes relatively more 

difficult. Therefore, the Critical Period Hypothesis argues that there is a specific time 

period from early childhood to puberty in which language learning best occurs. In 

addition, Harley (1986) hypothesized that some personality changes occurring at puberty 

may actually be a consequence of formal operations, a stage at which people are able to 

think logically about hypothetical possibilities and about abstract situations, and thus 

represent an indirect, rather than a direct, cause of the close of the critical period. 

Moreover, consciousness of adolescents‘ reluctance to reveal themselves and feelings of 

vulnerability may have an adverse effect on the ability to acquire a second language, 

building up an affective filter that inhibits second language acquisition process. Other 

researchers have hypothesized that social circumstances generally favor the immigrant 

child compared with his/her parents in a natural setting. Smythe, Stennet, and Gardneet 

(1975) pointed out that a child is more likely to develop friendship with native-speaking 

children whereas parents are more concerned about developing the necessary language 

skills for maintaining a home and employment. While adults (parents) face the pressure 

to learn a new language in order to get a job, children bear enormous peer pressure to 

learn the language so that s/he can quickly fit in and be accepted by his/her peers. Based 

on the aforementioned evidence, it is necessary for teachers to implement different 

language instructional methods to teach adults and children.   

Summary 

In this section, the purpose of this study and research questions are introduced 

followed by the contextual differences between English as a Second Language (ESL) and 

English as a Foreign Language (EFL). Four types of English as a Second Language 

programs (i.e., General English Programs, Academic Preparation Programs, Exam 
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Preparation Programs, and English for Specific Purposes Programs) and differences 

between adult and child language learners are detailed in terms of the biological, 

psychological, and social factors. In the next chapter, I describe my experiences of an 

English language learner and how English classes were taught by my teachers.    
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CHAPTER TWO  

STORIES OF MY LEARNING EXPERIENCES  

IN ENGLISH LANGUAGE CLASSROOMS 

In this section, I describe my past learning experiences in English language 

classes. These experiences serve to explain the reason why and how I have become 

interested in English language instructional methods and chose to conduct my dissertation 

research in the area of ESL. Before presenting my experiences, it is necessary for readers 

to understand the context of my  native country, Taiwan, where I completed my 

elementary, middle school, high school and college education.   

In Taiwan, Chinese Mandarin is the official and the most popular language; other 

than that, dialects are also spoken, such as Taiwanese and Haga which are the next two 

popular spoken languages. Traditional Chinese characters are the only written language 

used and shared by the other dialects. English is thus far a foreign language in Taiwan. 

Spoken English language is not yet common for people to use on a regular basis whereas 

it is more common for people to read and write English. With regards to the current 

educational system in Taiwan
1
, elementary school consists of six years of study 

(equivalent to the U. S. education system from the first grade through the sixth grade), 

three years of junior high school (equivalent to the U. S. education system from the 

seventh through the ninth grade), another three years for senior high school (equivalent to 

the U.S. education system from the tenth grade to the 12th grade), and four years of study 

in university. Today, students in Taiwan mostly begin to learn English when entering the 

third grade in elementary school and continue to learn English until graduating from 

                                                      
1
 For detailed information of the educational system in Taiwan, please refer to Taiwan‘s Ministry of 

Education at  http://english.moe.gov.tw/ct.asp?xItem=153&CtNode=499&mp=3 

http://english.moe.gov.tw/ct.asp?xItem=153&CtNode=499&mp=3
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senior high school. The focus of the English curriculum in elementary school is on daily 

conversation and basic writing skills, such as English alphabets and simple vocabulary; 

the focus then shifts to academic English in high school where reading and writing skills 

receive most attention. The English curriculum at university level varies widely, but 

generally speaking, daily conversation and practical writing, such as writing letters, are 

the focuses for college students whose majors are those other than English. The focus of 

these English curricula in Taiwan may be different in each level of education, but the fact 

that English is always learnt as a foreign language and used mostly for school 

examinations is a common phenomenon in any level of education.  

My Elementary School Years 

At the time when I was an elementary school student, English as a Foreign 

Language had not yet been implemented as part of a mandatory curriculum in public 

elementary schools in Taiwan except in public junior and senior high schools. Although 

public elementary schools did not offer any English course, students could still choose to 

learn English in private language institutes, and  I was one of them. Similar to many 

students‘ experiences in Taiwan, I took a class which was composed of a small group of 

no more than 20 students. What made my English classes very different from those of 

other elementary school students was that the English teacher was my own mother. My 

mother attempted to treat me as fairly as she would with her other students. As I 

remember the way my mother taught me, she was sometimes stricter with me than the 

others in class, which was probably due to her higher expectation of me. More 

importantly, the way my mother taught in her English classes had a very significant 

influence on my future language learning as well as teaching. This was my very first 

experience of being exposed to a foreign language in my life.  
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The classes were mostly taught in our first language, Chinese Mandarin. At the 

beginning of my mother‘s English class, she gave her students a quiz (e.g., English 

alphabets dictation activity) which not only motivated and enforced the students to 

review what they had learned from previous classes but also served as a means to calm 

the students who sometimes became overly excited when they just arrived in the 

classroom. Following a quiz, my mother started an English dictionary usage contest in 

which students competed with each other to finish looking up five words assigned by my 

mother in an English-Chinese dictionary, and the ranking was determined according to 

the order of the students who accomplished the task by writing down Chinese translation 

and pronunciation represented in English phonetic symbols. Moreover, this contest did 

not always proceed immediately after a quiz; rather, it was tailored for every class and 

time depending on situation and progress of students. Subsequently, she made sure to 

take time to review previously taught lessons which allowed students opportunities to 

practice and then continued with new lessons. When teaching concluded in each class, 

my mother engaged students in a variety of activities (e.g., Hangman, Bingo, Word Chain, 

and Simon Says, etc.) in which either individual or group work or a combination of both 

was called for. To motivate and pique our interest, my mother offered us incentives. We 

would be rewarded if we were  among the first who had completed a task or win a game. 

The rewards were mostly stationery, such as a pencil or an eraser, but she kept it hidden 

until an activity was over. Toward the end of the class came my favorite activity. That is, 

my mother always led us to sing previously taught English children‘s songs and then 

taught a new song in each class. Many songs were accompanied by physical movements, 

such as gesturing with hands and feet. I found not only I, but also most of my classmates 

enjoyed this very much, particularly when songs were integrated with a kinesthetic 
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approach. At the end of my mother‘s English class, she prepared an audiotape and tape 

recorder for each of us to record the vocabulary and conversation sentences we had 

learned in that day‘s class. Rather than recording solely her voice, my mother asked us to 

repeat after her, which motivated and reinforced our interest in listening to the recordings 

at home and practicing pronouncing the English vocabulary and repeating the sentences 

as we were always eager to listen to our own voices recorded in the 

audiotape.                      

My Junior High School Years 

By the time when I was in junior high school, I realized that English class was no 

longer interesting as it was mostly filled with vocabulary, sentences and grammatical 

drills. Junior high school students at this stage were strongly advised to be diligent in 

their learning of English vocabulary and grammar in order to excel on the first term, mid-

term and the final English exams each semester. These exams also functioned as a 

measure of students‘ potential and ability to do well on Joint Senior High School 

Entrance Examination where English was one of the major subject tests.  

There were approximately 50 students in my English class which was a normal 

class size in many junior and senior high schools in Taiwan. The English class was 

primarily one-way directional and teacher-centered where the teacher was always the one 

dictating the class. As students, we were not entitled to voice what we wanted to learn in 

the class. What we asked were  mostly constrained to questions on standardized English 

tests. Like other junior high school English teachers in Taiwan, my English teacher in 

general strived to teach in order for students to perform well on English tests. The 

teacher‘s lessons were designed strictly based on the textbook we used in class. My 

teacher typically began a class with new vocabulary instruction followed by an English 
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essay and some grammar points in a lesson. In addition to the translation and 

explanations of the English essays in our native language, Chinese Mandarin, the teacher 

would ask either the whole class or individual students to take turns repeating aloud 

certain English phrases or essays after her and/or the audiotapes within which English 

native speakers‘ voices were recorded. As I recalled, we barely engaged in any English 

games. Rather, the only interesting exercise we had ever done was following the tape to 

sing some Children‘s songs printed on the last page of several lesson units in the textbook.   

The school I attended was a private Catholic junior high school, unlike public 

schools, in addition to the regular English class, my school offered additional English 

class focusing on listening and speaking skills. The classroom was equipped with decent 

devices where each student could sit at a desk with an individual set of a built-in 

audiotape recorder/player and a headphone. I felt more relaxed in this class because the 

teacher rarely gave tests and often gave us lessons and exercises that were more 

interesting than what we received in the regular English class. For example, the content 

of the lessons was usually designed current events and different cultures around the world 

which kept us more interested and curious. Although my listening skills had been 

somewhat improved in this class, my ability in speaking English did not make a 

significant progress because the teacher had us engaged mostly in listening activities (i.e., 

recorded conversations of the teacher and/or native English speakers). Moreover, the 

speaking activities we participated in were role plays similar to what we did in the regular 

English class where we participated in a short conversation and were only required to 

read aloud the lines of our own parts shown on a page in the textbook. While the 

difference between this English conversation class and the regular English class resided 

in that we could hear each other‘s voices clearly with the aid of the headphones, there 
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were hardly any opportunities for us to team up for group work or move around in the 

classroom for kinesthetic activities mainly due to limited space allowed in the classroom.   

My Senior High School Years 

After graduating from the junior high school, I studied in a private girls‘ senior 

high school where English had been weighted as a highly important core subject. At the 

beginning, I was very excited and expecting of a better and interesting English class. 

However, both of the English textbook and the teacher‘s instruction terrified me because 

not only were there about 40 to 60 vocabulary words in each lesson unit in the senior high 

school level English textbook within which only printed texts without any picture were 

shown but also the teacher‘s instruction was often focused on in-depth English grammar 

explanations and drills. Since each lesson unit contained a substantial amount of new 

vocabulary and grammar, each class was composed of a 15-minute vocabulary quiz. 

Every time when the teacher finished covering a lesson unit, we were given an exam on 

the unit for about 30 minutes. Further, there was seldom opportunity for students to 

engage in listening and speaking exercises. I believe most of the English teachers in my 

school recognized this situation as they tried to find ways to improve our listening and 

speaking skills. They ordered popular English learning periodicals in which interesting 

and practical topics, such as foreign cultures and famous people, were featured, and the 

teacher let us spend approximately 20 minutes, either in English class or in mandatory 

self-study session between 7:30AM to 8:10AM in the morning, listening to an audiotape 

with recorded native English speakers‘ voices that came with the periodical while 

following the texts in the periodical.          

Regardless of the tedious drills we had to do in our English class, there were a 

couple of activities that I thought were interesting. One was writing exercises in which 
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we were allowed to choose our favorite topics and write short essays about them, and 

then the teacher would pick several good ones among our essays and distribute them in 

all the English classes he was teaching. Once my essay was chosen and distributed as one 

of the best. Since then, I had become motivated to work on all the English essays that 

were assigned by the teacher. The other thing that motivated me to learn English was that, 

when I entered the second year in senior high school, all of the English teachers in my 

school reached an agreement on selecting one student to recite an excerpt from an 

English textbook essay immediately after the school‘s morning assembly everyday. When 

I was chosen to do the recitation, I was extremely nervous. I was surprised and pleased to 

learn that I was awarded a certificate after the recitation for demonstrating my capability 

in reciting in English. This experience helped strengthen my confidence in learning 

English speaking skills. Another factor that raised my motivation to learn English was 

that each class during the second year in my senior high school was required to take part 

in an English stage play competition. This was a precious and rare opportunity for me to 

temporarily stay away from the boring English class. Hence, I volunteered in the 

competition along with a few classmates. Even though we eventually did not receive any 

award in this stage play competition, I gained an experience of applying and practicing 

English on an occasion other than English examinations.   

Like the Catholic junior high school I attended, my senior high school also 

offered an English conversation class taught by another teacher. In spite of the fact there 

were no decent electronic devices as those in the conversation class in my junior high 

school, it was my first time to be allowed to talk about topics I preferred since there was 

neither a textbook nor any English tests assigned in the class. The teacher only allowed 

English spoken in class, therefore, we could only speak to her in English throughout the 
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class. Our teacher often asked us what we would like to talk about; if we could not come 

up with a topic, she would provide a few options for us to choose from. Once the teacher 

asked us to prepare some jokes in English to share with the whole class. She asked for 

volunteers to take turns sharing their jokes in front of the classroom instead of forcing 

anyone; she also encouraged us to make use of any objects in the classroom to aid our 

descriptions of the jokes. Thus, I had never felt pressured in this class because we would 

not be coerced to do things if we felt uncomfortable to do so.         

Comparisons of the English Classes in My Junior and Senior High Schools 

In conclusion, except for the content of the regular English lessons that was more 

difficult, the way the regular English teacher taught in my senior high school class was 

very similar to the one in my junior high school regular English class where both teachers 

tended to show their authority in order to control students‘ learning and spend a 

significant amount of time in teaching grammar and vocabulary using the Grammar-

Translation Method rather than strengthening listening and speaking skills and group 

activities. This phenomenon, was perhaps mainly driven by the standardized tests (e.g., 

the Joint Senior and College Entrance Examinations
2
) in Taiwan. Therefore, it was very 

likely that many students and their parents would consent to let their teachers take all 

efforts to focus more on examination-related instruction that would be of help for 

students to receive high scores on these standardized examinations at the expense of any 

other kinds of English instruction and skills that would truly make students' learning take 

place effectively. This could be reflected on an occasion back then when I was attending 

                                                      
2
 The Joint College Entrance Examination (JCEE) in Taiwan has now been replaced by College Assigned 

Subject Examination. It is similar to the Scholastic Assessment Tests with different subjects for students to 

take depending on the majors they attempt to pursue in university. However, this examination is held only 

once a year in Taiwan.  

  



19 

 

 

 

Junior High School: Several classmates of mine, after two semesters, transferred to study 

in the other schools because their parents did not think that my teachers‘ instruction 

would be helpful to their children to perform well on the Joint Senior High School 

Entrance Examination; also, they protested that we should have been given more tests by 

the teachers than those we had at that time in order to gain more familiarity with the 

course content and test-taking strategies on the Entrance Examination.    

To summarize the pedagogical methods utilized by the teachers in the regular 

English classes, in addition to the Grammar-Translation Method, the Audio-Lingual 

Method was also commonly applied and caused two extreme effects. On the one hand, 

the Audio-Lingual Method indeed complemented my non-native English teachers‘ 

lessons where we students had numerous opportunities of listening to standard English 

spoken by the English native speakers whose voices were recorded in the audiotapes. On 

the other hand, the overly use of this method also restricted the opportunities of our 

attempts to try out new vocabulary and/or sentences with different structures to only 

those listed in the textbooks. Similarly, as a result of the teachers‘ excessive use of the 

Grammar-Translation Method, I, as an English learner, ended up being unable to apply 

English grammar rules in real life situations or everyday communication but only in 

reading and writing contexts. 

With regard to the conversation classes, the instruction from the two teachers had 

their strengths and weaknesses respectively. For the strengths, both of the teachers 

created a relaxing atmosphere in the classrooms. Nevertheless, the conversation teacher 

in my junior high school seemed to have a better-structured instruction by following the 

topics in the textbook and the pre-determined class agendas. On the contrary, although 

the English conversation teacher in my senior high school tended to teach the class in a 



20 

 

 

 

somewhat impromptu way, she often taught us with the Communicative Language 

Teaching Approach by which we students had more opportunities to naturally learn and 

engage in listening and speaking activities, and at the same time, allowed us to choose 

our favorite discussion/presentation topics. However, I sometimes felt uncertain about 

what I really had learned from this unstructured English conversation class where the 

teacher tended not to explicitly explain any grammar rules to the students. Moreover, it 

could happen if a student did not actively take the initiative in raising questions or 

participating in presentations or discussions, there would be the possibility that one might 

end up doing or learning nothing in such a pressure-free and unorganized class which was 

composed of more than 50 students.   

My College Years 

After experiencing the six years of learning academic English and participating in 

the Joint College Entrance Examination (JCEE), I was placed to study in a university in 

Taipei, Taiwan according to the score I received on the JCEE and enrolled as an English 

major according to the major choice I made. In fact, most of the courses offered in the 

English department in my university, except for the core courses such as Chinese 

Literature, Constitution, and Economy, etc., were instructed in English, and sometimes 

with Chinese translation when it was necessary for the professors to make clarifications. I 

will hence introduce the English listening and speaking practices class since this course 

was focused particularly on English language instruction, and also, I still had clear 

memory of them due to the fact that this was a class that I took every semester throughout 

the four years in university.   

In the English listening and speaking practices class, there were approximately 25 

to 30 students and it was a two-hour class, once every week. After an academic year 
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ended, a different teacher was assigned to teach this class. As a result, I experienced four 

teachers‘ instruction in this class which was taught by a Taiwanese teacher in the 

freshman year, and then three American teachers from my sophomore to senior year. Like 

most Taiwanese teachers whose English classes I had before, this Taiwanese teacher 

usually structured the English class in accordance with the topics that were included and 

organized in the textbook. Besides that, we students were always told at the beginning of 

the class about the subjects and activities that would be covered for that class. Generally 

speaking, there were rarely things in class that my English teacher would inform us to do 

on the spot; rather, she would let us prepare beforehand for what we would be doing in 

the next class. For instance, the teacher would encourage us to preview the lesson units in 

our textbook and lent us the audio tapes of the textbook for us to listen to its listening 

practices that we would be doing together with our classmates in the upcoming classes.  

Perhaps partly because it was an English conversation class concentrated on 

listening and speaking skills, English grammar and vocabulary were seldom taught in a 

separate session; instead, the Taiwanese teacher would bring them up when certain 

grammar points or vocabulary words appeared in the content of the textbook. In addition 

to the students' individual presentations, the teacher also assigned several group 

presentations which were, in my memory, the very first few group projects I had 

experienced since I began to study in elementary school. Another activity we often did 

was that the teacher would tell us to first listen to a couple of news broadcasted from a 

well-known English radio station in Taiwan called International Community Radio 

Taipei, and then we would be required to transcribe every single word reported in the 

news as our homework. In the later part of the class, the teacher would randomly pick 

some of the news which we recorded in the audiotapes as listening practices in every 
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class. Through this listening activity, my listening skills indeed made significant progress. 

In spite of the fact that the teacher engaged us in a variety of activities and tasks that were 

deemed to easily motivate our interests and make us feel more related, the atmosphere in 

the classroom, from my perspective, somehow could not decrease students‘ anxiety. This 

situation could be reflected by the way the teacher strictly regulated the class as well as 

tightly controlled the students‘ learning. That is, the teacher regulated the class as detailed 

as she was disciplining elementary schoolchildren, so she acted as the sole authority who 

required students to fulfill her rules rather than asked the students‘ opinions.               

As to the other three American teachers who also taught this conversation class 

respectively from my sophomore to senior year in university, I found that they had many 

pedagogical strategies in common. First of all, they often put us in groups or pairs and 

then asked us to collaboratively present a topic of our choice. Also, they tended not to 

correct students‘ errors when the sentences we spoke in English were ungrammatical. 

However, if the teachers had corrected our errors immediately, it would usually happen 

when we students made major errors that could distort the meaning we intended to 

express in our speaking. Thirdly, as I remember, the three teachers had never used any 

audiotapes for us to do the listening practices in class. They seemed to prefer to utilize 

some authentic and interesting topics to engage us in group discussions and encourage us 

to present our viewpoints to the whole class afterward instead of letting each of us work 

alone on the listening practices. In addition, unlike most of my non-native English 

teachers in the past, the American teachers never used the textbook as the only teaching 

materials. Rather, they constantly provided us handouts with various topics such as 

current news, interesting language games (tongue twisters), culture-related stories and so 

forth. Notwithstanding, two of the three teachers‘ classes sometimes looked disorganized 
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to a certain degree since neither did they use the textbook designated by my university as 

the main teaching materials but as auxiliary nor did they inform students in advance 

about what lessons or topics would be covered for the next classes. Therefore, we 

students for most of the time, except for the due dates of the take-home assignments and 

the dates for the English midterm and final exams, knew nothing about what we should 

and could preview or prepare beforehand for the next class. This made me panic 

whenever the teachers in class introduced something with which I was completely 

unfamiliar.  

The third American teacher‘s class was unforgettable to me. As I mentioned 

previously, this teacher, like the other two American teachers, usually engaged students 

in group discussions and presentations. What made his class different from the other two 

teachers‘ was that he organized his class mainly according to the order of the lesson units 

of the textbook. This, at the first glance, might look similar to the arrangement of the 

classes according to the textbooks by my English teachers in high schools. As a matter of 

fact, this American teacher usually used the textbook mainly as a guideline to let the 

students know which areas of knowledge he would be teaching throughout the semester. 

What he really utilized in the textbook was the short essays presented in the beginning of 

each lesson unit. This class oftentimes began with the teacher‘s introduction of an essay 

and then followed by a review of new vocabulary words appearing in this essay. After 

that, he would divide us into several groups consisting of three to four members and have 

each group create an English conversation scenario based on the essay in order for us to 

present to the class.  

The advantageous aspect of this teacher‘s instruction, from my perspective, was 

that, unlike some teachers might choose to quickly introduce certain topics and then 
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engage learners who might not have been well-informed enough about the topics for the 

discussions or presentations, the students in his class were more likely to feel comfortable 

and have a better understanding of the background information of the topics which would 

be discussed in groups, so that students could create better-organized and meaningful 

conversations and presentations. The other advantage was due to the fact that this native 

English teacher could speak Chinese fluently, he could use Chinese to make some 

clarifications for his students' confusions. Also, because of his knowledge about Chinese 

and Taiwanese languages and cultures, he demonstrated a higher awareness of the 

language difficulties that we Taiwanese students often encounter than the other two 

American teachers did. However, one interesting characteristic regarding this American 

teacher is worth noting. This teacher always seemed serious and intense when 

communicating to the whole class, and yet he was rather friendly and approachable when 

speaking to individual students. Perhaps, the teacher felt that he could exert more 

authority to the class and motivate students to follow his directions when being perceived 

as a stern instructor.                                  

Summary 

Unlike the English classes in my high schools where Audio-Lingual Method and 

Grammar-Translation Method were used, primary instructional methods in the English 

class at my elementary schoolchild age included Natural Approach and Total Physical 

Response Approach. The instructional methods utilized in my college English listening 

and speaking classes consisted of Communicative Language Teaching Approach and 

Task-Based Language Teaching Approach. Apparently, the teachers‘ choices of 

instructional methods in my English classes had been driven by tests rather than students‘ 

interest and desire in learning. The English language class I attended during elementary 
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school years was not a requirement in school.  . Therefore, the teacher could design and 

teach the class based on what and how she thought was  appropriate for her students. 

Both Natural Approach and Total Physical Response Approach which place a strong 

emphasis on engaging learners to naturally learn a language in a pressure-free 

environment are more likely to be adopted. Conversely, my high school English classes 

were relatively more test oriented. For this reason, the Grammar-Translation Method 

points out that grammar learning is the central focus was widely used by my high school 

English teachers. Buck (1988) posits that    

... there is a natural tendency for both teacher and learners to tailor their classroom 

activities to the demands of the test, especially when the test is very important to 

the future of the learners, and pass rates are used as a measure of teacher success. 

This influence of the test on the classroom is, of course, very important, this 

washback effect can be either beneficial or harmful. (p. 17). 

 

The term ―washback‖ refers to the influence of language testing on teaching and learning. 

This washback of examinations, from my perspective, could cause a chain effect 

influencing Taiwanese students‘ attitudes toward English learning in college. That is to 

say, because many of them have experienced learning English for the purpose of entrance 

examinations throughout their high school years, some students would turn out losing 

motivation or perceive it as pointless to learn English by the time when they enter college 

where they are free from the pressure of exams. Moreover, due to the fact that high 

school English teachers tend to spend more time focusing their teaching and class 

activities on reading and writing, students may feel uncomfortable with college teachers‘ 

instruction, especially when Communicative Language Teaching Approach which 

encourages discussions and presentations is adopted. For these reasons, it is still 

challenging for college English teachers to choose appropriate instructional methods even 

though they do not have the pressure to teach English for the purpose of entrance 
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examinations. In the following section, Chapter Three, 20 contemporary language 

instructional methods, including those mentioned above, and how they are perceived by 

educators are reviewed.   
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CHAPTER THREE  

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

The studies presented in this section of literature review will answer the following 

questions.  

1. How is teaching adult ESL learners different from teaching child ESL learners?  

2. How are methods and approaches defined?  

3. What are the major language instructional methods since the 20th century?  

4. What are the characteristics of these language instructional methods?  

5. What are the advantages and disadvantages of these instructional methods?  

6. How did English language educators perceive these instructional methods?    

Differences between the ESL Instruction of Adult and Child Learners 

Breen, Hird, Milton, Oliver, and Thwaite (2000) found instructional variations 

between teaching child and adult second language learners. According to their research 

(2000), teachers are found to use more practical and multi-modal activities in children‘s 

lessons whereas more drilling practices are done in adults. This may be due to the 

perception that children generally have more time to master a second language whereas 

adults need to systematically and efficiently learn a language in a limited amount of time. 

Another difference is that teachers tend to use practices that recognize various adult 

learners‘ English proficiency levels and tend to be aware of adult learners‘ different 

learning styles while teachers focus on exercises that are composed of learners‘ home 

languages and cultures to teach children.  

Definitions of Methods and Approaches 

At the point of proceeding to the review of the instructional methods for teaching 

adult ESL learners, the concepts between ―method‖ and ―approach‖ need a clarification. 
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Back in the mid-20th century, two well-known definitions of ―approaches‖ and 

―methods‖ were stated by Edward Anthony, Jack Richards and Ted Rogers. From 

Anthony‘s (1963) perspective as shown in Figure 1 below, methods, approaches, and 

techniques are viewed within a hierarchical relationship. The following are Anthony‘s 

(1963) interpretation of the three terms: First, an approach is ―a set of correlative 

assumption dealing with the nature of language and the nature of language teaching and 

learning‖ (p.63-64), so it is a philosophy or axiom. A method which must be based on its 

selected approach is a plan to present language contents in order. It is, therefore, a 

procedure. Finally, a technique must be consistent with its method as well as the 

approach that the method is based upon. Because a technique is a particular strategy used 

to accomplish an objective, it is also an implementation plan. 

 

 

Two decades later, Jack Richards and Ted Rodgers (1987) made a modification on 

Anthony‘s definitions of and the relationship between methods and approaches. They 

proposed that a method consists of three levels, which are approach, design, and 

procedure as illustrated in Figure 2.  

Method 2 

Approach 

Technique 1 Technique 2 

 

Technique n 

 

Method n Method 1 

Figure 1. Edward Anthony‘s View on Approaches, Methods, and Techniques 
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Figure 2. Richards & Rodgers‘ View on Method, Approach, Design and Procedure. 

            The first level, approach, same as Anthony‘s view, is defined as assumptions 

about the nature of language teaching and learning. The second level, design, specifies 

the linguistic content, materials, role of learners and teachers and so on. The third level, 

procedure, also same as Anthony‘s view, describes ―classroom techniques and practices 

which are consequences of particular approaches and designs‖ (p.146). More importantly, 

there are major distinctions between Anthony‘s and Richard and Roger‘s statements: 

Anthony regarded approaches, methods, and techniques as three hierarchically related 

elements whereas Richard and Roger viewed approaches, designs, and procedures as 

three interrelated elements from which a method can begin to develop. It is criticized by 

Richard and Rogers (2001) in that Anthony did not explain much about how a method 

can realize an approach or how method and techniques are related. However, there still 

exist inconsistencies among the definitions of approaches and methods, and it is also true 

that not all proposed approaches and methods follow either of the two models mentioned 

above. Ted Rogers (2001) redefined methods and approaches in a less rigid way by which 

methods are viewed as ―fixed teaching systems with prescribed techniques and 
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practices,‖ and approaches as ―language teaching philosophies that can be interpreted and 

applied in a variety of different ways in the classroom‖ (p.1). Hence, methods and 

approaches can be represented as the two ends of a continuum ranging from strict 

prescription to loose description. Based on this aforementioned broader definition, an 

overview of contemporary language instructional methods and approaches can be 

described altogether at the same level as methodologies in the following section 

regardless of their hierarchical or interrelated levels.  

Contemporary Language Instructional Methods 

        The analysis of approaches and methods is divided into three sections according to 

three periods of the 20
th

 century. The first section below presents the foremost and 

traditional language teaching methods used or developed in the early 20th century.   

Grammar-Translation Method 

        Grammar-Translation Method, also named as the ―Classical Method‖ (Larsen-

Freeman, 2000, p.11) and ―Prussian Method‖ (Richards & Rogers, 2001, p.5), has been 

around for two thousand years or more, and was once prevalent for teaching foreign 

languages in Europe during 1840 and 1940. It was originally used to teach students to 

read Greek and Latin texts by studying grammar. First, the purpose of the Grammar-

Translation Method (Larsen-Freeman, 2000) is for learners to be able to read literature 

and to benefit from the mental exercise of learning a target language. Also, this is a 

traditional teacher-centered method. Additionally, grammar is first introduced in detail, 

and then learners are given the target-and-native languages‘ reciprocal translation tasks 

by applying the grammar knowledge.  
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As a result, memorizing grammar rules and equivalent vocabulary between 

learners‘ native and target languages are viewed as essential. Moreover, the interaction in 

the classroom is mainly initiated by teachers. The major focus of Grammar-Translation 

Method, therefore, is not on listening or speaking, but reading and writing skills. 

Learners‘ native languages are the major media of how teachers teach target languages. 

Finally, since accuracy is emphasized on learners‘ output of target languages, teachers 

must provide correct answers when learners make errors.  

Nevertheless, the Grammar-Translation method has been criticized for its 

overemphasis on translation as if languages purely consist of syntactic and morphological 

rules. Meanwhile, translation exercises does not help learners be freed from the 

dominance of their native languages (Ali, 1989). Although the Grammar-Translation 

Method faces numerous criticisms, it is still widely applied due to what are viewed as its 

strengths and ease of adoption. The strengths of the Grammar-Translation Method 

include the use of learners‘ native languages in instruction to dismiss learners‘ 

misunderstanding, and learners' situations where they have to actively solve problems 

when doing translation practices (Ali, 1989; Liu & Shi, 2007). Lastly, it seems relatively 

easy to adopt this method because of its few demands on teachers (Liu & Shi, 2007). For 

example, a fixed correct answer to one translation question brings convenience for 

teachers to correct learners responses.  

Direct Method 

At the end of the 19
th

 century, Direct Method was developed based on the natural 

method, a method created by language teaching reformers who focused on the way that 

children naturally acquire native languages (Richards & Rogers, 2001). In the Direct 
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Method (Larsen-Freeman, 2000), the goal of this method is for learners to be able to 

communicate in target languages. Compared to the Grammar-Translation Method, it is a 

less teacher-centered classroom in that teachers and students act ―more like partners‖ 

(Larsen-Freeman, 2000, p.28). Grammar is generally taught implicitly. The intention of 

the Direct Method is for learners to directly associate meaning and target languages. This 

is achieved through adopting realia by teachers to demonstrate meaning without using 

learners‘ native languages. Further, the initiation of classroom interaction is by both the 

teacher and learners, and learners are also expected to interact with one another. The 

target language is focused on daily life events as well as information about native 

speakers of the target language (e.g., their culture). Oral skills upon which the 

development of writing and reading skills are based are built from the beginning. As to 

the role of learners‘ native languages, it is not allowed to be used. For the errors that 

learners make, teachers act as models of correct grammar and allow students to naturally 

self-correct. From Ali‘s (1989) perspective, the Direct Method lends itself to the use of 

textbooks in which pictures and objects can illustrate meaning of target language 

vocabulary and engage learners in question-and- answer exercises. For him, a potential 

problem mostly lies in the prohibited use of learners‘ native languages as a reference to 

prevent misunderstanding. More importantly, the requirement of native like fluency of 

target languages is also a challenge for teachers who are non-native speakers of target 

languages (Liu & Shi, 2007).     

Audio-Lingual Method 

        Audio-Lingual Method grew during the period of the Second World War when a 

large number of foreign language speakers were urgently needed by the military of the 
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United States. Also named the ―Michigan Method, the Audio-Lingual Method was 

developed based on structural linguistics by Charles Fries of University of Michigan. He 

maintained that ―language is primarily oral,‖ and ―a rule-governed system understandable 

in terms of increasing levels of complexity‖ (Knight, 2001, p. 149). Later, behaviorist 

psychology was also incorporated into the Audio-Lingual Method by which language is 

viewed as a behavioral skill and learners are trained to correctly respond to stimuli 

through shaping and reinforcement. In Audio-Lingual Method (Larsen-Freeman, 2000), 

learners are expected to use target languages communicatively. Teachers are regarded as 

―orchestra leaders‖ and ―good models‖ (p.45) directing learners to follow and imitate 

them. Moreover, classroom activities are commonly based on practice drills focused on 

implicit structures of language induced from dialogues presented to learners. The 

interactions in the classroom are mostly initiated and directed by teachers although there 

are interactions among students. Everyday conversation is the focus in the Audio-Lingual 

Method and skills are developed in a natural order from listening, speaking, reading, and 

to writing. Also, only the target language is allowed to use in the classroom. The final 

characteristic of this method is that learners' errors are avoided through teachers‘ 

awareness and control over what learners say.  

In addition to its stress on syntactic progression, one of the advantages of the 

Audio-Lingual Method is that learners are not required to have higher intellectual skills 

because they are provided with simple techniques to learn target languages (Ali, 1989; 

Liu & Shi, 2007). However, this method was attacked by Noam Chomsky for its view of 

language learning as habit formation (Knight, 2001). It also receives complaints from 

teachers and learners for the boredom brought about by the repetition of drill and 
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practices (Ali, 1989). Additionally, this method is criticized for its inability to promote 

the transfer of communication skills outside the classroom (Liu & Shi, 2007).  

Situational Language Teaching 

       The Situational Language Teaching (SLT) Method was developed and became 

popular in the Great Britain from the 1930s to 1960s. Although it is no longer widely 

used today, SLT has greatly influenced the design of English language textbooks, 

particularly when materials are based on a grammatical syllabus. For SLT proponents, 

oral skills are the basis of language and language structure is at the center of oral skills. 

This is similar to that of Charles Fries theory of the Audio-Lingual Method, but they are 

significantly different in that language structures in SLT are presented in life-like 

situations (Richards & Rogers, 2001). In SLT, learners are expected to use the target 

language learned in classroom to situations outside the classroom. Also, the SLT 

classroom is teacher-directed, and teachers have full control over the content of learning 

while learners listen, repeat, and respond to teachers‘ modeling, questions and 

commands. Although more active participation by learners is encouraged, learners are 

always under teachers‘ supervision. Another essential characteristic of the SLT is that a 

SLT lesson is usually divided into three phases, called ―P-P-P‖ (Richards, 2006, p. 7) 

short for ―Presentation‖ (a new item in context is introduced), ―Practice‖ (the new item is 

practiced by learners in a controlled context), and ―Production‖ (the new item is practiced 

and used in different contexts). As for the language areas that the SLT stresses, 

vocabulary is carefully selected, and grammatical structures are presented inductively 

from simple to complex forms. After sufficient vocabulary and grammar are established, 

learners are introduced to reading and writing. Further, only the target language is 
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allowed in classroom. This method stresses accuracy and the avoidance of learner error. 

There are several strengths to SLT. It is considered a good choice for teachers to 

introduce new languages. Under teachers' control, learners need not to take risks in their 

oral production; hence, there are less error production. Also it is valued because the 

practical grammar and vocabulary learned can be used in everyday contexts. 

Nevertheless, the limitations of SLT lead to its uncommon use in today's language 

classroom. These include teachers‘ full control over learning, boring practices, 

overemphasis on grammar competence (Richards & Rogers, 2001), and its conflicts with 

natural acquisition of language.    

        In the next section, several approaches and methods having been developed since the 

1970s - the era of the quest for alternatives to those focused on grammar are presented 

below. These methods were mostly based on the perspectives or philosophies of 

educators in areas other than those in linguistics.  

Total Physical Response 

        The next famous method, Total Physical Response (TPR), was developed by James 

Asher of San Jose State University who claimed that adult learners can learn target 

languages effectively from the natural process of how infants begin to make utterance to 

respond to parents‘ imperative commands. The essence of TPR is to have information 

processed not only in the left brain but also in right brain through physical movement 

which aids the learner to internalize meaning. As evidenced by the learning of 

academically gifted learners, students can transfer input coming into the left brain to the 

right brain ―for complete processing to achieve meaning‖ (Asher, 2001, p. 1). Among the 

principal features of TPR (Larsen-Freeman, 2000) is that a pleasant experience of 
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language learning for learners is stressed. Learners behaviors are directed by teachers, but 

when some learners are ready to speak, they can be the one directing teachers and other 

learners. There are four phases consisting of TPR teaching and learning process: The first 

phase is for teachers to provide oral commands of actions followed by a few learners‘ 

performing. The second phase is to let the same group of learners as well as other 

observers act alone in order to demonstrate their understanding. The third phase is the use 

of recombination of actions to have all learners perform. After demonstrating their 

understanding, learners learn to read and write those oral commands.  

As to the focus in language areas, oral skills are the primary in TPR, and 

vocabulary and grammatical structures are also emphasized. Learners‘ native languages 

are only used for introducing the TPR method, and are not used after that. As to learners‘ 

errors, only the major ones are corrected by teachers, and the minor ones are tolerated. 

One of the most significant strengths of TPR is that it aims to lower both learners‘ and 

teachers‘ anxiety. Obviously, TPR can easily motivate learners to learn target languages. 

Moreover, Asher (2001) asserted that learners are able to understand target languages 

rapidly and retain information longer through the body movement related to the right 

brain. In spite of the successful research evidence of TPR provided by Asher, it has still 

been criticized because of the continuous use of commands and its grammatical focus 

(Ali, 1989). Another weakness is that the TPR classrooms often look like playing games 

instead of in-depth studying of a lesson so that it may be limited to beginning levels of 

learners (Knight, 2001).    
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Silent Way 

        The Silent Way was originally invented by Caleb Gattegno who claimed it is not a 

method at all (Pint, 2003). The basic idea throughout this method is that teachers should 

keep silent as much as possible in the classroom and encourage learners to produce 

language independently. Several features of the Silent Way are listed in the following 

(Larsen-Freeman, 2000). The goal is to let learners express themselves in the target 

language. Learners are expected to make the best use of their mental power to actively 

engage in learning. Also, their cooperation with one another is encouraged while teachers 

keep their speech to a minimum in order to offer learners as much autonomy as possible 

and force learners‘ awareness. In addition, since the Silent Way pays attention to 

learners‘ feelings, teachers help learners to overcome what interferes with their learning 

by providing a relaxing classroom environment for them. Regarding the teaching and 

learning characteristics, a Silent Way classroom usually begins with the instruction of 

sounds based on what learners already know from their native languages, and uses the 

color-coded Fidel charts (learning the correspondences between sounds and spellings) 

and color-coded word charts (learning to read and pronounce words) as major materials. 

Both pronunciation and language structures are stressed whereas rules of structures are 

not introduced explicitly. Rather than translate meaning, the role of learners‘ native 

language is to assist instruction when necessary and to use feedback sessions at the end of 

a lesson. Finally, the most distinctive feature from other language learning methods is 

that the Silent Way regards learners‘ errors as a natural part of the learning process. 

Therefore, teachers encourage learners to practice self-correction, which is a common 

sense way in language learning. This may also be the reason why Gattengo insisted that 
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the Silent Way is not a method but a technique (Pint, 2003). Meanwhile, teachers can 

plan their further instruction based on learners‘ errors.  

Obviously, the advantages of the Silent Way are that its lessons are based on 

learners‘ current abilities and what they already know. Without teachers‘ protection and 

interference, learners have full control over their own learning through self awareness. 

Yet, it is possible that learners, in a Silent Way classroom, feel more confused about 

meaning of words, and at the same time, uncomfortable judging meaning on their own 

(Ali, 1989).  

Community Language Learning 

        Community Language Learning (CLL) was developed by Charles A. Curran who 

applied the Counseling-Learning Approach from psychology to language teaching. 

Behind CLL, there is a larger tenet it is based upon, which is humanism (Richards & 

Rogers, 2001). It sees learners as whole persons in that not only linguistic knowledge and 

behavioral skills, but also their emotions and feelings should been taken into 

consideration when teaching language. The following are the principal features of this 

method (Larsen-Freeman, 2000). The objective of CLL is that learners are expected to 

use target languages communicatively as well as take the full responsibility for their own 

learning and learn from one another. Initially, teachers act as counselors to help learners 

overcome their struggles to learn a new language. While learners initially depend heavily 

on teachers, gradually they become more independent. At a later stage, because both 

teachers and learners make decisions in class, it is then more like a ―teacher-student-

centered‖ classroom as observed by Rardin and Tranel (1988, cited in Larsen-Freeman, 

2000).  
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In CCL, six vital elements are regarded as the most innovative (Marquis, 2005) 

and non-defensive learning: Security, aggression (opportunities are given for learners to 

assert and involve themselves), attention, reflection (learners think about target language 

as well as their experiences of learning it), retention, and discrimination (recognizing the 

similarities and differences in the target language forms). As to the language areas that 

CLL emphasized, understanding and speaking the target language are most important in 

the early stages. At first, teachers design the curriculum based extensively on the needs 

and/or requests of the students. As students feel more secure, teachers take more control 

over the curriculum. Learners‘ errors are corrected indirectly. Teachers, for example, can 

repeat correctly what learners have just said incorrectly. Moreover, learners‘ native 

language is used initially to make them feel secure.  

The contributions of CLL are that learners are more likely to be intimately 

involved with the syllabi they design. Also, the atmosphere of security established by 

teachers‘ listening to students‘ feelings and opinions can help minimize learners‘ 

behavior problems. However, according to Ali‘s assessment (1989), attention should be 

paid to the caution for the use of CLL since teachers who use this method must possess 

teaching skills as well as emotional and intellectual sensitivity toward learners. 

Additionally, teachers may be required to speak fluently in both learners‘ native language 

and target languages.     

Suggestopedia Method 

        Suggestopedia Method, also known as Desuggestopedia Method and derived from 

suggestion and pedagogy, was invented by the Bulgarian psychiatrist and professor of 

education Georgi Lozano. He has been influenced by raja-yoga‘s concept about 
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manipulations of the states of attentiveness as well as by Soviet psychology‘s notion that 

all students can be taught a given subject at the level of skill (Richards & Rogers, 2001). 

Lozanov believed that people have the psychological barriers to learning. That is, the fear 

of being unable to perform limits people‘s abilities to learn. Thus, he claimed that 

learning in classrooms based on the Suggestopedia Method could be 25 times more 

effective than other methods (Lozanov, 1978). According to Larsen-Freeman (2000), the 

goal of Suggestopedia is to accelerate learners‘ processes of learning everyday 

communication in target languages. Teachers direct the class but are aware of learners‘ 

feelings. It is highly important for teachers to de-suggest learners‘ psychological barriers 

to learning and provide positive suggestions to enhance learners‘ confidence. The best 

known characteristic in the Suggestopedia Method is the ―concert session‖ composed of 

two major phases. The first major phase, also named as ―receptive phase,‖ is divided into 

another two phases: ―A‖ (active concert) and ―P‖ (passive concert). In its first phase ―A.‖ 

or active concert,‖ learners follow the text while their teacher reads a text at a pace that 

matches the rhythm and pitch of music. In the next phase, ―the passive concert,‖ learners 

listen to their teacher‘s reading of the text at a normal speed. Following these steps is the 

―activation phase,‖ in which learners participate in various activities, such as 

dramatizations, songs, and games and etc. As to the language areas, vocabulary and 

speaking skills are emphasized. Grammar is explicitly but minimally taught. Learners‘ 

native languages are used in the early stages to make meaning clear, but later, the use of 

their native languages by teachers becomes less and less.  

The limitations of the Suggestopedia Method are that teachers need to be well-

trained and have the personality of being lively and cheerful. Notwithstanding, the 

conspicuous characteristics of this method reveal that it best deals with learners who are 
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unconfident in their abilities and sets up a bright and cheerful atmosphere to facilitate 

learning (Ali, 1989). In addition, the Suggestopedia method has also been proven 

effective for secondary school learners‘ critical thinking in ESL classrooms located in 

Malaysia according to Hua‘s (2002) research.   

Whole Language Approach 

        The next approach porposed by Rigg and Kazemek (1993) is the Whole Language 

Approach which is a perspective on learning and teaching rather than a specific technique 

or material. It advocates that languages must be taught as a whole instead of pieces of 

rules, and it stresses "the simultaneous, integrated teaching of listening, speaking, 

reading, and writing within a meaningful context" (Acuna-Reyes, 1993, p. 25 as cited in 

Yang, 2005). In whole language classrooms, language learners work together to develop 

the curriculum based on their everyday experiences. Additionally, students written texts 

are shared with and read by other students. By doing so, the learning of the four language 

skills (i.e., listening, speaking, reading, and writing) take place at the same time because 

learners‘ speaking and writing, the active processes, reinforce their input of listening and 

reading, the passive processes.  

The advantages of the Whole Language Approach (Wrigley, 1992) are that 

learning to read and write becomes an extension of the language learning process since 

the four language skills are integrated. Both oral and literacy skills can be learned in a 

more meaningful context to motivate learners because learners use their experiences as 

the topics for discussion activities and text generation. Finally, due to the flexibility of the 

Whole Language Approach, it can be modified to accommodate learners‘ individual 

needs.  
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Language Experience Approach 

The Language Experience Approach (LEA), which shares the same philosophy 

with the Whole Language approach, helps learners develop the four language skills at the 

same time. It is noteworthy that LEA comes from the instructional method for teaching 

elementary school children (Stauffer, 1965), but it has been now widely used with adult 

learners. Learners in LEA classes describe their experiences, and then their teachers or 

other learners transcribe what the learners have said, so the reading materials are actually 

derived from the transcriptions of learners‘ dictation of their experiences. LEA is suitable 

for both advanced and beginning levels of adult learners since it focuses on the natural 

evolvement of learners‘ writing and reading from the class activities and spoken 

languages (Taylor, 1996). Moreover, LEA places a great deal of emphasis on promoting 

comprehensible and interesting materials for beginning level of learners. Holt (1995, p. 

13). The following is an example of a LEA lesson that could be employed for ESL 

beginners. First of all, a class discussion could start from a shared experience such as a 

field trip, a common situation, or a meaningful picture. Then, while learners talk about 

their experiences in sentences, the teacher writes those sentences on the chalkboard. Next, 

the teacher reads sentences aloud and she/he runs her/his finger under each word to verify 

that she/he has written what the student has just said. When the story is completed, the 

teacher reads it aloud, and learners are also encouraged to join to read the story for a 

second or third time. Finally, various activities can be integrated at this point, such as 

―choral cloze‖ where students are asked to provide the answers to missing words from the 

story. A variation of this activity is ―scrambled sentences‖ where students scramble the 

sentences from the story, and then rearrange them in the appropriate order. For advanced 
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students, Holt (1995) suggested that they scramble the words, and then rearrange them in 

order.  

The advantage as well as a disadvantage of the Language Experience Approach 

may be that it allows grammatical errors in students writing and speaking. On one hand, 

allowing nonstandard oral or writing features can reduce learners‘ anxieties in class. 

However, teachers who use the Language Experience Approach may encounter resistance 

not only from the target community, but also from the students themselves because they 

may have been educated in countries that attach importance to grammatical accuracy. 

Additionally, students may have taken or be familiar with standardized tests, such as the 

TOEFL test, which also place  emphasis on correct forms.   

Freirean Approach 

 Next is the Freirean Approach, which is named after the Brazilian educator, 

Paulo Freire, who developed this approach. This approach, according to Spener (1990), is 

also called the Participatory Approach, the Problem Approach, the Psycho Approach, the 

Learner Approach, and the Liberatory Approach since writing and reading are learned 

through discussions of issues that are drawn from their experiences in real life. Freire 

asserted that only when people are liberated from societies that oppress them can 

knowledge and education have value. According to Crandall & Peyton (1996), there are 

three central features of the Freirean Approach. First, generative words and themes are 

used in reading, writing, and conversation activities. Generative words refer to a 

technique to form new words by combining various syllables with vowels. Second, 

collaboration and dialogue among equals are used in classes where teachers and learners 

together discuss issues in their lives. Finally, the posing of a problem is used for teachers 
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and learners in which they describe what they see by using pictures, texts and objects, and 

then propose solutions to the problem. Moreover, Wallerstein (1983) explained that, 

when the Freirean Approach is employed in ESL classes, teachers' visits to learners‘ 

homes or observations of learners‘ communities can facilitate their recognition of the 

different realities that their students with various cultural backgrounds may face. So far, 

there has been a shift in the use of the Freiran Approach. That is, the use of generative 

words has been discontinued by many ESL programs because English is much less 

phonetically and orthographically regular than Spanish or Portuguese. But, the other two 

features mentioned above, the generation of texts through authentic dialogues between 

teachers and learners, and the posing of problems related to issues of learners‘ lives are 

still retained.  

Disadvantages are also found in this approach. According to Wrigley‘s (1992) 

research, the Freiran Approach is less effective with groups of learners who do not share 

the same language and who are not prepared to discuss of social or personal issues in 

English. Spener (1993) even questioned how the Freiran Approach can be used for 

English language learners who have little knowledge of the American culture or the 

English language. This criticism is based on the fact that the Freiran Approach builds 

upon learners‘ excellent oral skills of the target languages as well as upon their high 

awareness of the cultures in which they live.  

Learner Writing and Publishing 

      There is an approach particularly focused on writing skills. It is named the Learner 

Writing and Publishing. According to Gillespie‘s (1991) research in the history of the 

Learner Writing and Publishing Approach, its notion was first derived from Paulo 
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Freire‘s problem-posing education. Peyton and Crandall (1996) addressed the problem of 

the ―lack of authentic materials to adult learners and appropriate for their various levels 

of English proficiency‖ (p.4). They suggested that teachers encourage adult learners to 

write about their experiences, and then publish the learners‘ writings so that other 

learners can learn what constitutes good writing by reading published writings from 

peers. Also, adult learners will gain a sense of accomplishment and be more motivated to 

confidently express themselves when they find that other learners benefit from their 

writings. A typical classroom using the Learner Writing and Publishing Approach usually 

follows the writing process involving brainstorming topics, writing drafts, sharing, 

comparing, revising, editing writings, and finally publishing them in a workshop where 

the language four skills are incorporated at the same time.  

The biggest advantage of this approach is that learners may increase their 

motivation and self-esteem when their writing is being published. However, it has several 

limitations (Peyton, 1993) as well. First, the writing process requires learners to spend a 

great amount of time reading, writing, revising a draft and finally publish it. Also, 

teachers need to be fully trained when choosing to use this approach. Lastly, adult 

learners who have get used to ―a pre-planned curriculum‖ (p. 68) may feel learning 

nothing from classes where they create the content from their own writings.    

Multiple Intelligences 

        Multiple Intelligences (MI), developed by Howard Gardner, is a method based on a 

philosophy that human intelligences have multiple dimensions. The proposal of MI 

stemmed from Gardner‘s opposition to that traditional IQ tests merely measure logic and 
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language abilities, yet they neglect other types of human intelligences. The eight 

multiples intelligences include (Botelho, 2003):  

1. Verbal/linguistic represents the ability to use language effectively in speech and 

writing;  

2. logical/mathematical considers the ability to use numbers effectively and reason 

well;  

3. spatial/ visual focuses on the ability to visualize things mentally and graphically;  

4. bodily/kinesthetic involves the ability to express and solve problems by 

coordinating body well;  

5. musical portrays the ability to express with the sensitivity to melody, pitch, and 

rhythm;  

6. interpersonal represents the ability to work well with people;  

7. intrapersonal involves the ability to understand and regulate oneself effectively;  

8. naturalist is the ability to understand and categorize the patterns in the natural 

world.  

There are no explicit goals for MI instruction. The MI as a whole aims to help learners 

engage ―in a process of personality development‖ (Richards & Rogers, 2001, p. 120) 

beyond the goal of being successful learners. No language areas are prescribed as focuses 

in MI lessons. As explained by Lazear (1991), the design of syllabi is aimed at awakening 

the language intelligence, then amplifying it, followed by teaching for/with the 

intelligence, and finally transferring the intelligence to other contexts.  

According to Gangi (2011), the MI is also an appropriate method for 

differentiated instruction that addresses elementary school learners' diverse needs and 
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academic abilities at different levels. Although there have been a number of criticisms 

about the MI for its insufficient and narrow definitions of intelligences and lack of 

empirical-based studies (Gottfredson, 2004; Willingham, 2004), the MI cannot be denied 

for its efforts in acknowledging differences among learners. Also it is recognized for its 

intentions to develop more well-rounded individuals and successful learners based on 

learners' various levels of strengths and weaknesses in different areas of intelligences.   

Neurolingistic Programming 

        Neurolingistic Programming (NLP) was developed by a psychologist, John Grindler, 

and a linguistics student, Richard Bandler, who both were strongly interested in how 

people with successful communication skills achieved their success. The NLP is not 

based on the science of neurolingustics. Instead, defined by Richards and Rogers (2001), 

―nero‖ in NLP refers to the idea that how the brain processes cause all behavior; 

―linguistic‖ stands for the way that the brain processes are represented, ordered and 

sequenced into models and strategies through language and communication systems; and 

―programming‖ refers to the way the content is manipulated to convert into patterns of 

thoughts and behavior. The goal of NP is to convince people to believe that they can 

successfully achieve something by using communication and persuasion skills to 

motivate themselves. Thirteen presuppositions, according to Revell and Norman (1997, p. 

15), serve as the guidelines in language learning of the NLP as presented in the 

following: 1) Mind and body are interconnected: They are part of the same system, and 

each affects the other; 2) the map is not the territory: We all have different maps of the 

world; 3) there is no failure, only feedback…and a renewed opportunity for success; 4) 

the map becomes the territory: What you believe to be true either is true or becomes true; 
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5) knowing what you want helps you to get it; 6) the resources we need are within us; 7) 

communication is nonverbal as well as verbal; 8) the coconscious mind is benevolent; 9) 

communication is coconscious as well as conscious; 10) all behavior has a positive 

intention; 11) the meaning of my commutation is the response I get; 12) modeling 

excellent behavior leads to excellence; 13) in any system, the element with the greatest 

flexibility will have the most influence on that system. More importantly, Revell and 

Norman (1997, p. 16) also proposed another four principles as the cornerstones: 

―Outcomes‖ matches the 5
th

 principle in presuppositions of the NLP, ―knowing what you 

want helps you to get it;‖ ―rapport‖ is the essential for effective communication with 

others; ―sensory acuity‖ means paying attention to what the other is communicating 

―non-consciously and nonverbally;‖ and ―flexibility‖ means keeping doing something 

different until one gets what he/she wants. The NLP indeed benefits a lot of people and 

even corporations. In language teaching, it provides humanistic principles to justify well-

known techniques and a different interpretation of roles of teachers and learners 

(Richards & Rogers, 2001). Nevertheless, the NLP still has been questioned by its 

unsubstantiated beliefs about the unconscious mind, hypnosis, and the ability to directly 

appeal to the unconscious mind to influence people, which have been proved untrue by a 

great deal of scientific evidence (Carroll, 2005).  

Lexical Approach 

        In recent years, attention has been drawn to the lexical approach as another choice of 

grammar-based approaches (Moudraia, 2001). The belief of the Lexical Approach is that 

learners‘ language proficiency is not established from grammar, functions, or some other 

unit of planning and teaching, but from words and word combinations. As a matter of 
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fact, the principles behind the Lexical Approach are incoherent, and hence Michael Lewis 

attempted to redefine the key principles as follows (Lewis, 1993): First, grammaticalized 

lexis rather than lexicalized grammar is the components of language. Second, the 

dichotomy of grammar/vocabulary is invalid. The multi-word chunks exist in many 

languages. Moreover, it is essential for teachers to develop learners‘ awareness and 

ability to chunk language successfully. Forth, collocation (lexical content that is often 

found together as a pair) should be integrated with as an organizing principle within 

syllabuses. Next, language should be viewed as holistic as an organism, not a machine. 

Also, the primary importance of language teaching is the co-textual rather than 

contextual. Lastly, listening to teachers' talks, the major source of learners' input, can 

enhance learners' knowledge of how words and word combinations are used in different 

functional purposes. As to teachers roles in classroom using the Lexical Approach, Willis 

(1990) pointed out that teachers is responsible to create an effective learning environment 

for learners to manage their own learning. Therefore, teachers should not play as 

knowers, but let learners be the ―discoverers‖ (Willis, 1990, p. 131). The importance of 

vocabulary has been recognized by linguists, but a communicative competence does not 

only consist of lexis after all. According to Richards and Rogers (2001), Lewis and other 

proponents did not offer a complete characterization of the Lexical Approach to specify 

its design and procedure in language teaching.  

Competency-Based Education 

        Competency-Based Education (CBE) has been world-widely used for educating 

refugees since the 1970s, and also used by adult language training programs in academic 

and workplace programs in the U.S (Peyton & Crandall, 1996). Peace Corps have also 
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been influenced by the CBE. The focuses of this approach are on learners‘ learning 

outcomes or outputs in the development of languages programs (Richards & Rogers, 

2001). The performances of learners in CBE classes are identified as a set of basic 

competencies which adults function in the U.S. The CBE is actually based on two 

divergent theories: One is the behavioristic or functional theory in which skills are 

specifically stated. The other is humanistic or holistic theory in which life roles are 

viewed from a holistic perspective and elements of culture, personality, and citizenship 

are built into curricula. The objective of the CBE classes is often described in phrases 

such as ―learners will be able to‖ followed by a verb such as understand, answer, and so 

on. The CBE does not only include teaching survival skills such as asking for direction 

and answering personal information, but also academic or workplace skills such as 

expressing one‘s viewpoint. While the clear specification of expected outcomes in CBE 

classrooms can enhance learning and improve assessment quality, the CBE faces a 

number of criticisms. Tollefson (1986) pointed out that neither does a valid methodology 

exist to discover a list of competencies nor is it impossible to operationalize competencies 

in areas such as survival, adult living and so on. According to Richards and Rogers 

(2001), the CBE has also been criticized that dividing activities into parts of 

competencies ―does not equal to the complexity of the whole‖ (p. 148).    

        The last section presents approaches that shifted the language teaching focus and 

attached great importance to communication since the 1980s. Until today, these 

approaches still have had a tremendous influence on language teaching and learning.     
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Communicative Language Teaching 

        Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) has been influential in language teaching 

since the 1970s as a response to Chomsky‘s opposition to the earlier structural 

approaches which fail to explain the creativity and uniqueness of individual sentences. 

The proponents of CLT found that there is a need to focus on communicative 

competencies more than mastering of structures, and they view language as a vehicle for 

the expression of functional meaning. What follow are principal features of the CLT 

(Larsen-Freeman, 2000): The goal of this method is for learners to be able to 

communicate in target languages. The CLT classroom is not teacher-centered. Rather, 

teachers act as facilitators for learners‘ communication and as co-communicators with 

learners. Learners negotiate meaning with peers and tend to be more responsible for their 

own learning. The most notable characteristic of the CLT is that the classroom is full of 

communicative activities in order for learners to use language. Another characteristic is 

that the use of authentic materials to promote the communicative intention of the CLT. 

Small-group interactions are favored in order for each learner to have more time to 

communicate. As mentioned previously, communication is the emphasis of the CLT in 

which the knowledge of forms and meanings as well as the knowledge of language 

functions are both important. All four language skills develop from the beginning. 

Learners‘ native languages are allowed to be used in the CLT classroom. However, target 

languages should still be used for most of the time to let learners learn a vehicle for 

commutation rather than a course subject. Regarding learners‘ errors, teachers should 

tolerate them, and work on the errors later in accuracy-based activities. The CLT and its 

theory have been popular in language teaching over the world since it helps develop both 

learners‘ linguistic and communicative competencies and makes language learning 
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interesting and meaningful. Nevertheless, Ali (1989) pointed out that the exclusive use of 

the CLT may increase the burden of paying attention to both a new form and a new 

communicative context. Liu and Shi (2007) also proposed some questions about the CLT, 

such as how it can be appropriately applied for learners with different language 

proficiency levels, for non-native teachers, and in situations where learners have to take 

grammar-based exams. 

Natural Approach 

In late 1970s, Natural Approach, parallel to the development of the CLT as 

mentioned above, was developed based on studies in Canadian French Immersion 

Programs by Stephen Krashen and Tracy Terrell. Behind the Natural Approach are 

Krashen‘s five theories of learning that are deeply rooted in the design of the class. The 

first hypothesis, the Acquisition-Learning hypothesis, is assumed that there is a 

distinction between acquisition of a language identical to the unconscious process of how 

a child learns his/her first language. It is also assumed that learning, the conscious 

process requires effort specifically directed towards the analysis of a target language. One 

cannot learn and acquire at the same time but focus on one thing at a time. That is, either 

focus on form or meaning. Hence, the implication of the first hypothesis is that teachers 

need to balance class time between acquisition activities (as referred to as ―input‖) and 

learning exercise (as referred to as a grammar class). In the next hypothesis, Natural 

Order Hypothesis, Krashen indicated that there is a natural order in which learners pick 

up a language, and that this order is roughly the same for all learners regardless of their 

linguistic backgrounds (McLaughlin, 1987). The Natural Order Hypothesis implies that 

teachers should be tolerant against errors, and that a semantic syllabus for acquisition and 
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grammatical syllabus for grammar lessons are preferred (Richards & Rogers, 2001). The 

third hypothesis is the Monitor Hypothesis stating that there is only one function for 

learning, which is a Monitor or editor operated to alter the output of what has been 

acquired. What is implied by this hypothesis is to achieve optimal monitors with which 

learners will operate during written tasks and preplanned speech and the like. The fourth 

hypothesis, Input Hypothesis (as referred to as ―i+1‖), is crucial to Krashen‘s whole 

argument in that Krashen claimed that people acquire language best from messages 

containing language just slightly beyond their current level. Teachers should always send 

meaningful massages and create opportunities for learners to access i+1 structures to 

understand and express meaning. The last hypothesis, Affective Hypothesis, assumes that 

learners‘ emotional states act as filters which impede input necessary to acquisition. It is 

therefore teachers‘ responsibilities to make language learning free of stress and as an 

enjoyable experience as possible. It seems that the Natural Approach has a strong base on 

learning theories. Nevertheless, Krashen‘s hypotheses had led to debates. For example, 

Malaughlin (1987) showed that the distinction between acquisition and learning are 

unsubstantiated, so he further argued no evidence to support Krashen‘s idea that adults 

are better language learners in the initial stages, but young children are better in terms of 

their eventual attainment. Finally, the Input Hypothesis has been questioned for it is not 

the input alone that leads to progress in language learning.  

Cooperative Learning Approach 

        Cooperative Learning Approach (CL), also known as Collaborative Learning, has 

been applied to various content areas and in diverse school settings. In second language 

teaching, the CL is often referred to as Cooperative Language Learning (CLL). The 
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development of the CL, heavily based on the importance of social interaction in learning 

emphasized by both Jean Piaget and Lev Vygotsky, is originated from educators‘ concern 

that minority learners are more likely to fall behind in a teacher-fronted and competition-

oriented learning environment (Richards & Rogers, 2001). Following are several 

characteristics of CL which CLL also share. The goals in CL/CLL classrooms are to 

promote cooperation among learners, to foster critical thinking skills, and to develop 

competence in interaction activities. Teachers are facilitators of learning. Learners are 

members of a group and are taught to be responsible for their own learning. Johnson and 

Johnson (1994) proposed three types of cooperative learning: 1) Formative cooperative 

learning is used to involve learners to work on a specific assignment together for a class 

period or few weeks; 2) informal cooperative learning consists of having learners work 

together temporarily for a few minutes or a class period in order to draw learners‘ 

attention and/or facilitate their learning; 3) cooperative-based groups refers to long-term, 

heterogeneous groups with stable membership in order for learners to support, encourage 

and assist each other‘s learning. In addition, there are five essential elements of the 

successful group-based learning in CL, also described by Johnson and Johnson (1994): 1) 

Positive interdependence means that learners think cooperatively in terms of groups 

rather than competitively and individualistically; 2) face-to-face interactions consist of 

having learners work in environmental situations that involve eye-to-eye contact and 

social space for them to engage in discussions; 3) individual accountability refers to that 

each person is responsible and must contribute to the group; 4) group behaviors refers to 

those social skills that must be taught to learners as precisely as academic skills to help 

them manage teamwork successfully; 5) group processing is a time for group members to 

discuss if they have achieved their goals and worked together effectively. Research on 
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CL has been extensively conducted, and many of the findings have affirmed CL as an 

effective approach to teaching in a wide range of subject matters. For instance, Davidson 

(1990) claimed a number of benefits of CL in mathematics class. Mason (2006) also 

pointed out that CL provides her college ESL learners with not only the benefits of a 

natural integration of speaking, listening, reading, and writing, but also improvements in 

ethnic relations and increased student-student interactions. Although with a large amount 

of positive perspectives and research findings, according to Richards and Rogers (2001), 

CL is still questioned for its use with learners at different language proficiency levels, 

meaning that not all groups of learners benefit from CL. Moreover, CL makes 

considerable demands non-traditional teachers' roles on those who have accustomed to 

teaching in teacher-fronted classrooms.  

Task-Based Language Teaching Approach 

Task-Based Language Teaching Approach (TBLT) was developed and improved 

gradually by numerous language education experts. Among these experts, N. S. Parbhu 

was one of the pioneers and inspirations who conducted the Bangalore/ Madras 

Communicational Teaching Project (Parbhu, 1987) in South India where hundreds of 

students aged from 8 to 13 participated during a five-year period from the late 70s to the 

early 80s. While some experts (e.g., Long & Crookes, 1992; Nunan, 2004; Savignon, 

1991) have considered this approach to be an outgrowth of the Communicative Language 

Teaching Approach (CLT), others (e.g., Kumaravadivelu, 2006) have perceived it as 

being unrelated to any method for they regard TBLT as a component of curriculum rather 

than a method in its nature. The objective of TBLT is that it is believed that learners will 

acquire a target language upon the completion of tasks, meaning its focus is not on 
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language learning but communication through which language acquirement will be 

effectively achieved. Willis (1996) proposed three stages of a teaching process of TBLT: 

At the first stage named the pre-task, the topic and clear instructions of a task are given 

by a teacher. Meanwhile, the teacher can also help students to recall useful language that 

may be used for the task. Moreover, with the teacher‘s monitoring and encouragement, 

students are divided to work on the task in pairs or groups. At the next stage, the task 

cycle, students write a brief report about the process of how they complete the task and 

then they present it to their class with the teachers‘ assistance to clarify some language 

questions they have. In the second part of this stage, the teacher has students present their 

reports to the class and gives them some instant feedback. At the final stage called 

analyses and practice, the teacher emphasizes the language used by students at the 

previous stages as well as in their reports in order for them to compare and analyze. 

Based on students‘ needs revealed from the task and their reports, the teacher then selects 

a language focus for students to practice and increase their memory of the useful 

language.  

In brief, TBLT has the following features (TBLTL, 2009): (1) The overall focus is 

on meaning rather than language function; (2) activities are often involved with solving a 

communication problem and related to real world activities; (3) the goal of the lesson is 

for students to complete a task from which the focus of language in teachers' instruction 

is determined; (4) assessment is done according to the outcomes of students‘ 

performances on the task. Regarding the advantages of a TBLT classroom, Frost (2004) 

made the comments below: He believes that students have freedom and autonomy to use 

all their language resources as opposed to using a certain language area that is pre-

determined by teachers, and at the same time, student can be exposed to a wide variety of 
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language areas. In addition, students are engaged in a natural context that is developed 

from their experiences. This makes learning more enjoyable and motivating. More 

importantly, the pedagogic focus is based on students‘ needs displayed during the three 

stages of the teaching process rather than prescribed by teachers or textbooks. Further, in 

contrast with the traditional teacher-centered classrooms, students have much more 

opportunities to engage in the communication with each others in TBLT classrooms. 

Nevertheless, in spite of its advantages that outperform the traditional classrooms, some 

still have doubts about TBLT. Although it seems quite effective to use TBLT to teach the 

intermediate level students who have better language skills, TBLT still has been 

questioned by its application to students with a lower language proficiency level 

(Longman, 2009). Also, there is a tremendous shift in traditional teachers‘ roles that 

teachers must act as an observer during a task phase and as a language informant during 

the final stage of language focus. This requires more time for teachers in traditional 

classrooms to adapt themselves to. Finally, according to Long and Crooks (1992) who are 

the proponents of TBLT, they also recognized that there is a problem of ―assessing task 

difficulty and sequencing pedagogic tasks‖ (p. 46), and that task classification and 

difficulty have not received much empirical support. They further posed the problem of 

―finiteness‖ (p.46). That is, TBLT is still unclear about its task types and how to decide 

the end of a task and then to begin the next since some tasks could involve a variety of 

other tasks.      

Language Educator’s Perceptions of the Language Instructional Methods 

To begin with, the language instructional methods perceived by language 

education experts are summarized in the following section. 
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Sampson (1977), in the era of the quest for alternatives to those focused on 

grammar in the 1970s, claimed that there was a challenge to ESL methodology at that 

time based on the principles developed from the first and second language teaching. 

Following is the summary of Sampson‘s comparison of the teaching methods in ESL and 

language arts (first language): (1) ESL instruction attaches importance to ―mastery of 

linguistic structure before fluency;‖ language arts instruction stresses that ―fluency 

precedes accuracy‖ (p. 245); (2) ESL teaching curriculum emphasizes a very ―structured, 

sequential ordering of linguistic structures‖ whereas language arts teaching curriculum 

believes that ―not all student are ready to learn a given concept at the same time‖ (p. 

246); (3) ESL teachers‘ roles are expected as language role models who can speak 

English appropriately while language arts teachers are expected to provide different tasks 

to challenge students to make them learn more; (4) in ESL curricula, ―the acquisition of 

form precedes function;‖ conversely, language arts curricula are designed ―based on the 

concept that function precedes form‖ (p. 248). Sampson, therefore, recommended the first 

language teaching practices be adopted in ESL teaching due to the first language 

methods‘ congruence with linguistic and psychological theories, suggesting a more 

effective language teaching than the use of ESL instructional methods alone.        

 From Prabhu‘s (1990) perspective, there is no best method among all of the 

language instructional methods. He pointed out that, to determine the effectiveness of a 

method, it is important to evaluate it according to whether the quality rather than quantity 

of learning has been promoted. Taking the stance as an opponent to the objective method 

evaluation which usually requires a quantifiable form of assessment, Parbhu (1990) 

indicated that ―the more objective the evaluation is, the less likely it is to assess learning 

of the desired quality, and vice versa‖ (p. 170), and that ―the more efficiently a method is 
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implemented...the more likely it is that mechanical teaching will turn out to be the main 

impediment to success‖ (p. 172).  

Others such Pennycook (1989) questioned the concept of contemporary language 

teaching methods for it ―has diminished rather than enhanced our understanding of 

language teaching‖ (p. 597) and ―reflects a particular view of the world and is articulated 

in the interests of unequal power relationships‖ (pp. 589-590). One example is the 

relationship between teachers and institutions in that the teachers‘ roles, particularly in 

the U.K. and the U.S., have been deskilled and institutions have received greater power to 

control classroom practice due to the moves of the use of prescribed teaching procedures 

and centralized curriculum (Apple, 1986 and Giroux, 1988, as cited in Pennycook, 1989).       

Decco (2001) discussed about contemporary language instructional methods, and 

assumed that many of them failed to teach languages due to following several reasons. 

Some methods proved effective for certain skills do not make language learning as a 

whole become easier. Some methods do not work well when they are used in less ideal 

situations, such as large classes, students with low motivation or with discipline 

difficulties. Another reason is that there is no universal method. That is to say, principles 

underneath some methods can be inappropriately applied to any language classroom. For 

instance, the Communicative Language Teaching Approach was developed for English 

language as a second language classrooms since it is possible that learners are able to 

reach a fair level of communication skills in the initial years of learning because of the 

traits of English language. However, if communicative language teaching is adopted at 

the early stages of a French class, it is likely that learners encounter frustration and lose 
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motivation due to the reason that they are required to learn six times more elements in 

French than in English in order to achieve a fair level of communication skills.  

Regarding the trends in language instructional methods, the focus of the language 

teaching methods has been shifted to student-centered pedagogy from learning of 

language content areas. Nevertheless, it appears difficult for teachers to accommodate 

such new innovations and concepts of methods to traditional classrooms as Allwright 

(2005) concluded that the student-centered curriculum is still controlled by teachers who 

are disinclined to adjust their teaching. He further proposed a radical approach to help 

teachers committee themselves to providing students with more learning opportunities.        

  Moreover, some language education experts also discussed a particular method. 

For example, the Audio-Lingual Method has been indicated its problems respectively by 

Nay (1973) and Saville-Troike (1973) based on their research. From Nay‘s perspective, 

synthesizing the Audio-Lingual Method and cognitive-code language learning theories 

can lead to effective teaching in the areas of ―the manipulations of phonological and 

grammatical patterns‖, ―the mastery of the grammar of the target language,‖ ―the 

maintenance of natural order of language learning,‖ ―the use of translation in language 

learning,‖ and ―the contexualization of language practice‖ (Nay, 1973, p. 3) because the 

best parts of the two methods can be combined for all learners. Saville-Troike (1973) 

pointed out the overuse of the Audio-Lingual Method to develop reading fluency while 

proved valid to increase oral fluency. Hence, she proposed alternative teaching strategies 

for enhancing reading skills.     

In the following section, the review of several selected research on English 

language teachers‘ perceptions are briefly presented.   
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A large number of research projects conducted in East Asia were focused on 

teachers‘ perceptions of one or two particular language instructional methods, particularly 

the Grammar-Translation Method and/or the Communicative Language Teaching 

Approach (CLT). According to Li‘s (1998) findings from the results of the survey 

derived from 18 participants as well as interviews with ten of the 18 participants, 

secondary school English teachers in South Korea perceived that there were difficulties 

for them to implement the CLT due to the differences in the underlying theories of the 

education between South Korea and Western countries although the CLT has had a 

widespread influence on the communicative-oriented trend in the contemporary language 

teaching methods. The reported difficulties are caused respectively by teachers (e.g., low 

abilities in spoken English; low strategic and sociolinguistic competences), students (e.g., 

low English proficiency; reluctance to participate in class activities), educational systems 

(e.g., large class size; grammar-based examinations), and by the CLT itself (e.g., 

insufficient account of English teaching in non-English-speaking countries; difficulties in 

assessment of oral skills). To overcome the difficulties to adopt the CLT, Li (1998) 

suggested that the fundamental approaches in education in countries like South Korea 

need to be changed and that the CLT should be gradually implemented to fit into the 

English language teaching situations for those non-English speaking countries.  

Two studies conducted in Taiwan also attempted to investigate teachers‘ 

perceptions on the Grammar-Translations Method and the CLT. In Wang‘s (2008) study, 

20 English teachers and 40 English majors from a college level institute were surveyed 

regarding the two methods. The result showed that there were similarities and differences 

between the teachers‘ and students‘ perceptions, particularly in that both of the teachers‘ 

and students‘ groups agreed that form-focus instruction and communicative class 
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activities are equally important whereas the teachers, when grading students‘ writings, 

regarded fluency as the most critical criterion as opposed to grammatical accuracy 

perceived by the students. Wang (2008) suggested that teachers‘ designs and choices of 

English curriculum be based on a needs assessment of students. Also, to develop 

students‘ oral fluency, accuracy should not be ignored. The other study in Taiwan 

conducted by Fang (2006) was not directly related to probing the perceptions of the 

Grammar-Translation Method and the CLT. Rather, the common application of the two 

methods emerged from the interviews with six English teachers at two universities 

regarding the instructional activities they often used in class. That is, the Grammar-

Translation Method, due to time constraints, was often utilized in English grammar 

classes while the CLT was used in English listening and speaking classes. Fang, 

therefore, proposed to incorporate a communicative grammar teaching method with the 

traditional Grammar-Translation Method.          

Speaking of the communicative grammar teaching, there was another study 

conducted by Kanda and Beglar (2004) with the ANOVA (analysis of variance) 

experimental methods to investigate the effectiveness of teaching the English present 

progressive verb tense to 99 first-year students in a Japanese high school based on four 

instructional principles: (1) Teaching form-function relations; (2) comparing related 

forms; (3) promoting learner autonomy; and (4) providing opportunities for generative 

use. As a result of the teaching with these principles, a significantly higher score on the 

post-test was derived from the two experimental groups than the control group. This 

suggests that the incorporation of grammar instruction and the four principles make an 

effective grammar teaching approach. Further, Kim (1999) did a survey study on a 

comparison of the CLT and the Whole Language Approach perceived by collegiate ESL 
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teachers who were respectively teaching in Colorado, Kansas, Oklahoma, and Texas in 

the U.S. The result of the survey, as a whole, revealed that these teachers highly and/or 

moderately favored to adopt the CLT rather than the Whole Language for their ESL 

instruction and students‘ learning. Therefore, it showed that the teachers in the study 

adhered tightly to the principles of the CLT in their instruction. Yet, an exception did 

exist in that the teachers had a superior agreement on students‘ reading of literature on a 

daily basis in Whole Language classrooms over the CLT ones.                

Much research has also been contributed to the investigation of teachers‘ 

perceptions regarding one or two particular language teaching methods other than the 

Grammar-Translation Method and the CLT. Brown and Paulus (2008), based on a focus 

group interview, found how the MATESOL (Master of Arts in Teaching English to 

Speakers of Other Languages) preservice teachers whom they studied perceived the 

Content-Based Instruction and Curriculum (CBIEC). The results of their study indicated 

that the preservice teachers believed that the CBIEC (1) effectively increased the 

motivation of their English learners, (2) supported their learning in the mainstream 

content courses, (3) is a better way to teach grammar since it does not advocate isolated-

grammar-point drills, (4) seems to better benefit younger English learners than the older 

ones whose ESL classes usually put emphases on grammar teaching, and (5) has a 

positive influence on changing the preservice teachers‘ views of ESL teaching.          

Tsou (2005)‘s study was focused on the effects of integrating a cultural 

instruction in English language classes in Taiwan due to the concerns that many non-

native English teachers are not confident in teaching the western culture as they have 

inadequate knowledge of the culture, time constraints, or no appropriate methods and 
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materials. Tsou (2005), hence, suggested an application of the guidelines for designing 

the culture instruction. In an attempt to prove its effectiveness, Tsou conducted a one-

semester experiment with 109 fifth-grader participants in an elementary school located in 

South Taiwan. The findings derived from the interviews with two teachers (the English 

teacher and the culture instructor) as well as T-test and ANCOVA (Analysis of 

Covariance) showed that the English proficiency of the experimental group taught with 

the culture instruction had significantly improved and became more actively engaged in 

class than the control group. Tsou (2005) also found that the cultural instruction can  

involve students‘ native culture so as to motivate students‘ participation. With the 

convenience of the Internet nowadays, a variety of information of the western culture can 

be easily obtained. Thus, the lack of overseas knowledge of the target culture would not 

be a major obstacle for non-native English teachers anymore.  

Another study aimed to understand the reason why students taught with the 

KBSM syllabus (the Malaysian National Syllabus for Secondary School) performed low 

English proficiency level (Hassan & Selamat, 2002). 58 ESL lower secondary teachers in 

Malaysia were surveyed. Five of them were later randomly selected for individual 

interviews regarding their perceptions of this issue. This study unfolded that the main 

factors contributing to students‘ low proficiency resided in three aspects: First, KBSM 

syllabus, from the teachers‘ perspectives, is more effective in improving reading and 

writing skills than listening and speaking skills. Second, the reading and writing skills are 

highly emphasized on both school and national examinations. Third, due to the two 

preceding reasons, the teachers tended to teach reading and writing as the main focuses in 

their English materials and activities. As a result of the three aspects, Hassan and Selamat 
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(2002) concluded that the two factors causing the low proficiency were limited 

opportunities for students to use English language and students‘ lack of confidence.  

Summary 

        To sum up, the contemporary major language instructional methods that are applied 

to English language classrooms, according to the review of the literature, are the 

Grammar-Translation Method, Direct Method, Situational Language Teaching, Audio-

Lingual Method, Total Physical Response, Silent Way, Community Language Learning, 

Suggestopedia, Whole Language, Language Experience Approach, Freirean Approach, 

Learner Writing and Publishing, Multiple Intelligences, Lexical Approach, 

Neurolinguistic Programming, Competency-Based Education, Communicative Language 

Teaching, Natural Approach, Cooperative Language Learning, and Task-Based Teaching. 

The characteristics as well as the advantages and disadvantages of each of these 

instructional methods from researchers‘ critiques have also been presented above and 

followed by the review of several studies on language educators‘ perceptions of the 

language instructional methods.  

Although some proponents of the instructional methods held different 

perspectives toward language learning and teaching as some educators/researchers 

emphasized a particular language area over the others and some even showed their doubts 

about the effectiveness of the contemporary methods, the ultimate goal of each of the 

methods is aimed at teaching learners to communicate in target languages. Meanwhile, in 

spite of the fact that there exist advantages and disadvantages in each method, they may 

complement each other and allow a more complete picture of language instructional 

methods and strategies to emerge for language teachers to adopt in their classrooms. 
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Hence, this literature review provided a substantial cornerstone for me to understand the 

possible methods ESL teachers might apply in their classrooms and how these methods 

were perceived by other language educators so as to facilitate my dissertation research 

which sought to gain an in-depth understanding of the experiences of the methods the 

adult ESL teachers in my study had and how they perceived and implemented the 

language instructional methods. In the next methodology chapter, how this study was 

conducted are specified.  
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CHAPTER FOUR  

METHODOLOGY 

The purpose of this study is to investigate how English as a Second Language 

teachers in an English intensive program choose and apply the language instructional 

methods that would meet needs of the teachers and their adult learners as well as to probe 

into the teachers' reflections on their practice of language instructional methods through 

the narrations of their personal perspectives and experiences of teaching and learning. 

The research questions are addressed as follows:  

 What experiences did ESL teachers have in their teacher preparation programs 

and in their own learning when they were language learners? 

 How do ESL teachers learn language instructional methodologies? 

 How do ESL teachers perceive language instructional methodologies in terms of 

their underlying pedagogical principles and characteristics toward teaching and 

learning? 

 How do ESL teachers apply language instructional methodologies in their 

classrooms? 

 What are the critical factors influencing ESL teachers‘ choices of language 

instructional methods?   

The time span to conduct this study lasted one semester. This research is a mixed 

methods design and is divided into two stages. In the first stage, a questionnaire was used 

to investigate overall teachers' familiarity level with and their use of language 

instructional methods. Based on the result derived from the questionnaire, three teacher 

were then selected for the extensive interviews in the second stage of the study. Due to 

the fact that the focus of the study is to seek a thorough understanding of teachers‘ 
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perceptions of language instructional methods as well as to delve into their personal 

experiences of teaching and learning languages, the research method in the second stage 

was grounded in narrative inquiry as it is the best means to extract meaning out of an 

experience. In the following section, narrative inquiry research method is introduced.  

Narrative Inquiry 

Inner and outer storytelling…plays a major role in our sleeping and walking lives. 

For we dream in narrative, daydream in narrative, remember, anticipate, hope, 

despair, believe, doubt, plan, revise, criticize, construct, gossip, learn, hate, and 

love by narrative. (Hardy, 1968, p. 5).  

The emphasis in narrative inquiry on how one understands him/herself and one‘s 

experience had started since the mid 1970s when ―social sciences had moved away from 

their traditional positivist stance towards a more interpretive posture‖ (Bruner, 1986, p. 

8). Even though narrative inquiry is a recently developed form of qualitative research 

method, narrative can be traced across a variety of disciplines, such as anthropology (e.g., 

Bateson, 1994), the arts, business (e.g., Faber, 1998; Georg and Fussel, 2000), history 

(e.g., Carr, 1986) , philosophy (e.g., MacIntyre, 1984), psychology (e.g., Murray, 1985; 

Speedy, 2007), medicine (e.g., Charon, 1986; Kleinman, 1988), and sociology (e.g., 

Burger & Quinnie, 2005; Michell, 1987).  

Narrative inquiry methodology is often used to conduct in-depth study in teachers 

and teacher education (Clandinin & Connelly, 2007) in order to capture their relationship, 

interactions, and situations, including those of researchers, so as to provide both 

practitioners and researchers a better understanding and more profound insight of what 

teachers actually think and do in their practice through unfolding their personal life 

experiences and professional knowledge. Stories is the primary medium to ―illustrate the 
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importance of learning and thinking narratively‖ (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. xiii) 

since it is the stories lived by people that shape their experiences. In other words, what 

narrative inquiry examines is experience within a particular phenomenon, and through 

narrative inquiry, human experience can be best represented and understood. Narrative 

inquiry, hence, is both the research method and phenomenon (Clandinin & Connelly, 

2000, p. 18).                

The rationale of narrative inquiry is tremendously influenced by and stemmed 

from the American philosopher, psychologist, and educator, John Dewey (2007/1916) 

who, with a broader view, conceived education as ―a social process‖ (p. 84), and 

―growth‖ (p. 50), and that ―since growth is the characteristic of life, education is all one 

with growing; it has no end beyond itself‖ (p. 47). Moreover, Dewey (1938) indicated 

there is a relationship between education and experience in that ―genuine education 

comes about through experience‖ (p. 25), which highlights the importance of experience 

to education. Dewey saw experience as containing both personal and social meaning 

which education is shaped within, by, and for. That is to say, when attempting to 

understand people‘s experiences, we must look at their individual experiences as well as 

their surrounding environment since none of the individuals is isolated from a social 

context. Further, one criterion of experience advocated by Dewey is ―continuity‖ 

(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 2) meaning that experiences are developed by previous 

ones and will lead to the development of subsequent experiences. To be more specific, 

each experience is interpreted as being positioned on a temporal continuum consisting of 

past, present and future. For instance, when we consider ―a child‘s learning, a school, or a 

particular policy, there is always a history, it is always changing, and it is always going 

somewhere‖ (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 2).           
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The other person that also exerted a great influence on narrative inquiry is the 

American educator and scientist, Joseph J. Schwab who had a great impact on the 

curriculum of science education in that he advocated teaching science as enquiry as a 

core principle due to the problem that teaching science as a rhetoric of conclusions fails 

to present that knowledge in science ―is more than a simple report of observed things,‖ 

and ―scientists are capable of error‖ (Denis, 2006, p. 82), and the reason that teaching 

science as mere fact was no longer adequate, and it was rather necessary to teach science 

as ―interpretation of the knowledge‖ (p. 79). Thus, scientific knowledge should be viewed 

as ―principles of enquiry – conceptual structures – which could be revised when 

necessary‖ (Schwab, 1962, p. 11). Schwab further distinguished the difference between 

stable and fluid enquiry: the former is considered to be the stable principles of scientific 

knowledge. Although the interpretation of scientific knowledge increases year by year, 

the interpretation of data is quite constant as Schwab (1966) pointed out ―it is the 

business of the stable enquirer, in short, to construct an edifice, not to question its plan. 

Each stable enquiry is concerned to fill a particular blank space in a growing body of 

knowledge‖ (p. 16). The latter is considered to be the use of invention of new concepts 

and principles to investigate the adequacy and feasibility of the current stable principles 

and ―hence failures are among the normal expectation‖ (p. 16). Accordingly, narrative 

inquiry, rather than a stable form of inquiry, is a fluid process of investigation (Connelly 

& Clandinin, 2005). Because of its fluid characteristic, narrative inquiry ―follows no pre-

set design‖ (Craig, 2009, p. 106), ―has multiple ‗edges‘ to it that rub up against the 

boundaries of several other research methodologies and perspectives,‖ (Craig, 2009, p. 

110), and moreover, it unfolds ―in a non-linear fashion‖ (Craig, 2008, p. 1995), all of 

which make it a complicated approach to understand and clarify. On the other hand, 
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because of its fluid and non-prescribed manner to conducting studies, the created texts, 

―when well done, offer readers a place to imagine their own uses and application‖ 

(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 42).        

In addition, Schwab (1973) also advocated four commonplaces of curriculum, 

which are subject matter (knowledge and skill), learners, teachers, and milieus (social, 

cultural and physical environment), and he further argued that it is important not to only 

make these commonplaces present but also make these commonplaces equally ranked in 

curriculum as ―coordination, not superordination-subordination is the proper relation of 

these four commonplaces‖ (Schwab, 1973, p. 509). Drawing on the spirit of Schwab‘s 

four commonplaces as well as Dewey‘s notions of interaction and temporality forming 

two-dimensional experience, Clandinin and Connelly (2000) developed the third 

dimension of place along with the interaction and temporality as three commonplaces of 

narrative inquiry and thus created a three-dimensional space:       

Our terms are personal and social (interaction); past, present, and future 

(continuity); combined with the notion of place (situation). This set of terms 

creates a metaphorical three-dimensional narrative inquiry space, with temporality 

along one dimension, the personal and social along a second dimension, and place 

along a third. (p. 50) 

More specifically, personal and social conditions are concerned in narrative inquiry in 

that personal conditions refer to researchers‘ and their participants‘ ―feelings, hopes, 

desires, aesthetic reactions, and moral dispositions‖ (Connelly & Clandinin, 2006, p. 

480), that social conditions refer to surrounding elements including things and people that 

shape one‘s individual environment, and that ―an inquiry relationship‖ between 

researchers and participants are stressed (Clandinin, Pusher, & Murray-Orr, 2007, p. 23). 
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Also, as Bruner (1991) assumed that ―narrative inquiry is an account of events…patterns 

of events occurring over time‖ (p. 6), each research on experience is always linked to a 

past, present and future in temporal dimension and is ―always in transition‖ (Clandinin et 

al., 2007, p. 23). Each event takes place in a specific location or locations, and it is, 

therefore, important to specify the place since it ―may change as the inquiry delves into 

temporality‖ (Connelly & Clandinin, 2006, p. 480) and hence influences the experience. 

To engage in a narrative inquiry, any of the three commonplaces cannot be excluded from 

one another. Rather, it is necessary to investigate the three commonplaces all together 

(Connelly & Clandinin, 2006, p. 480).             

Based on the notion of interaction framed by Dewey, Clandinin and Connelly 

(2000) pointed out every inquiry always leads to four directions—inward and outward; 

backward and forward:  

By inward, we mean toward the internal conditions, such as feelings, 

hopes aesthetic reactions and moral dispositions. By outward, we mean 

toward the existential conditions, that is, the environment. By backward 

and forward, we refer to temporality—past, present and future. We wrote 

that to experience an experience—that is, to do research into an 

experience—is to experience it simultaneously in these four ways and to 

ask questions pointing each way. (p. 50). 

The three-dimension narrative inquiry space, thus, can be visualized in the following 

figure (Figure 3).  
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Figure 3. Three-Dimensional Narrative Inquiry Space 

      When beginning to engage in this study as a researcher, I entered and situated myself 

on the temporal continuum in the three dimensional space where I moved myself 

backward to the stories of my past experiences of learning English in classroom. 

Meanwhile, I moved inward to think about my feelings and emotions toward my 

teachers‘ instruction in English classes back then, and also outward to reflect on the 

surrounding environment where I interacted with my classmates, teachers, examinations, 

and even the educational system as a whole, etc. As I move myself forward from the 

present time, I think about the possible stories that will be reconstructed by my research 

participants in the forthcoming semester, and by the same token, my participants engaged 

in placing themselves backward and forward as well as inward and outward in the three-

dimensional narrative inquiry space when they tell me their stories.  
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Date Collection 

Participants 

The participants in my study were chosen from an English as a Second Language 

intensive program affiliated with a university located in Houston, Texas. However, due to 

the fact that not every ESL teacher in the program received ESL teaching related degrees, 

which means that some of them are likely to be unfamiliar with contemporary language 

instructional methods that are usually taught in ESL teaching related education or applied 

linguistic degree programs, I, in the first stage of this research, distributed a questionnaire 

(see Appendix A) to each teacher in the program who was willing to fill it out and then 

read their responses carefully in order to understand their general knowledge in the field 

of language instructional methods. Hence, when creating close questions in the 

questionnaire, I listed a number of contemporary language instructional methods that are 

commonly introduced in methods textbooks and/or language teacher preparation 

programs so as to investigate teachers' familiarity level with and their actual practice of 

each of these methods. Moreover, open questions such as teachers' frequent use of certain 

methods were aimed to understand teachers' preferences for the methods and their 

reasons to use them. After the questionnaire data were collected, I selected teachers who 

demonstrated more understanding of the methods as well as more interests in response to 

my questionnaire according to the amount of information they provided. The 

questionnaire served not only as a way to locate the appropriate participants for the 

second stage of research, but also as a tool of investigation for me to understand possible 

common language teaching methods that the teachers in the ESL intensive program tend 

to use. The common use of certain teaching methods among the teachers, in turn, 
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revealed the ESL program's inclination to and attitude toward the teaching methods. 

Additionally, the teachers' data collected from the questionnaire could be used as 

evidence to verify the responses of teachers participating in the second stage of the 

research. Of those teachers who demonstrated the knowledge of and interests in language 

instructional methodologies, I selected three teachers as my participants who showed 

more interests and sufficient knowledge in the field of ESL teaching methods in order to 

facilitate the conducting of in-depth interviews in the second stage of the research. 

Another criterion necessary for choosing the three participants was their consent to be 

observed while they were teaching. Finally, I selected teachers who have more than ten 

years of teaching experience because I hoped to investigate any change they had made or 

encountered from their past teaching experiences.         

Data Sources 

Questionnaire  

The questionnaire (See Appendix A) was distributed to every teacher in the ESL 

intensive program. As mentioned above, this questionnaire served two purposes. First, it 

was used as a tool to select the appropriate participants. Second, I was in the hopes of 

gaining a general understanding of common language instructional methods that the ESL 

teachers in this program use to teach their classes.    

Interviews 

I conducted in-depth interviews individually with the three participants twice, and 

each interview lasted about two to three hours each time and were tape-recorded. The 

purpose of the interviews was to better understand the ESL teachers‘ perceptions and 
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practice of language instructional methodologies over an extensive period of time in 

different contexts (e.g., teaching English in countries other than the United States) 

through telling their learning and teaching experiences. Two types of interviews I 

employed were semi-structured interview in which the questions list served as a guide 

allowing me to reword and/or add further questions to probe more information from the 

participants, and retrospective interview in which the participants were asked to recall 

and then reconstruct past events from their memories since one of the major goals of the 

study is to delve into teachers‘ past experiences.              

Classroom Observation Notes 

I observed the four teachers‘ classes throughout a semester with their permission. 

Through these observations, I investigated if the teachers‘ actual practice matched the 

methods they claimed to use in class and the pedagogical principles they believed in.  

E-mail Correspondences  

When I was in the process of data analyses after the interview were completed, I 

asked the teachers questions through e-mails whenever I needed clarifications of the their 

words in the interviews or course materials.      

Course Syllabi 

I requested a course syllabus from each of the three teachers. A course syllabus is 

a component of a language instructional method and it allowed me to have a general 

understanding of how a teacher decided to proceed her classes according to her lesson 

plans displaying on the course syllabus as well as to see the teacher's curricular focus.   
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Course Materials  

The teachers shared their materials with me mostly during my observations in 

their classrooms, so that I felt more involved and participated in the classes from both the 

teachers' and students' perspectives. The materials served as partial evidence of the 

methods that these teachers employed in their classrooms. Some of them are presented in 

the Appendix for readers to have a clear and comprehensive view of a particular teacher's 

instruction.       

Data Analysis 

Story Constellations 

Upon completing data collection, I adopted the story constellations approach (see 

Figure 4), which is also a fluid narrative inquiry approach (Craig, 2004, 2007), to 

interpret the data. Having been influenced by Clandinin and Connelly‘s research on the 

professional knowledge landscape as well as Craig‘s telling stories as an approach to 

probe into beginning teachers‘ knowledge (Craig, 1997) and her parallel stories 

methodology of contextualizing teachers‘ knowledge (Craig, 1999), story constellations 

approach is particularly developed to reveal teachers‘ knowledge created in multiple 

contexts in a three-dimensional inquiry space (Clandinin and Connelly, 2000) constituted 

by temporal (past, present and future), the personal and social (interaction), and the 

contextual (situation and place). In regard to the strength of story constellations, 

according to Craig (2007), it is sensitive to both teachers‘ knowledge and the shifting of 

school‘s contexts.   
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Figure 4. Teacher‘s Knowledge Situated in Context (Craig, 2007) 

Story constellations approach unfolds meaning ―through holding open to inquiry 

not only individuals‘ stories that are lived and told, but also a shared story that becomes 

lived and told‖ (Craig, 2004, p. 1232). When participants‘ stories situated in different 

contexts are told, numerous plotlines come to light to interweave. As a result, the 

configuration of story constellations emerges and ―bring multiple meanings to bear on 

teachers‘ knowledge‖ (Craig, 2007, p. 176) that is formed in those contexts. In brief, 

story constellations can provide a means for me to scrutinize my participants‘ stories of 

learning a language, learning to use language instructional methods, and teaching ESL 

with particular instructional methods as their contexts shift.  
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Broadening, Burrowing, and Restorying 

After the data from my interviews, observation notes, and journal entries, etc., 

were collected, each of my participants‘ story constellations were created by applying 

three interpretive devices, broadening, burrowing, and restorying (Connelly & Clandinin, 

1990). In ―broadening,‖ a larger context, such as the structure of the language program 

where my participants are currently working, should be generalized, and ―the temporal 

and social/contextual horizons within which the fine-grained account of teachers‘ 

knowledge begin to take place‖ (Craig, 2007, p. 179) can be sketched. Also, from an 

event recalled, I commented generally on my participants‘ characters, values, or ways of 

life. Burrowing, that is ―seeing big‖ (Green, 1995, as cited in Craig, 2007, p. 179) as 

opposed to ―seeing little‖ (p. 178) in broadening process, focuses on detailed accounts of 

an event. It occurs when we restructure an event from participants‘ perspectives at the 

time when they were around it. Participants‘ emotional, moral, and aesthetic qualities will 

hence reveal, which allows us to question the association between the event and these 

feelings. The third device, restorying, leads to reconstructing an event in the broader 

aspects and make meaning from the narrative, and how participants ―might create a new 

story of self which changes the meaning of the event, its description, and its significance 

for the larger life story the person may be trying to live‖ (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990, p. 

11). More importantly, the purpose of the restorying process is not to give an answer but 

to let us ―think more deeply about the dilemmas and challenges‖ (Craig, 2007, p. 180) 

that participants are confronted.     
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Teacher Cognition 

The figure below presents a larger picture of the factors which shape and 

influence language teachers‘ perceptions and experiences in regard with language 

instructional methods, and hence it serves as auxiliary information for me when engaging 

in the process of interpreting teachers‘ experience.     

 

Figure 5. Teacher Cognition, Schooling, Professional Education, and Classroom Practice.  

(Adapted from Borg, 2003, p. 82 as cited in Borg, 1997) 

According to Borg (2003), schooling factors refer to extensive classroom 

experience that develops early cognitions and shape teachers‘ perceptions of initial 

training. Professional coursework factors influence existing cognitions. Contextual 

factors influence classroom practice either by modifying cognitions, in which 

incongruence between cognition and practice may result. Classroom practice is defined 

by the interaction between cognitions and contextual factors. Also, teachers‘ cognitions 

are consciously or unconsciously influenced by classroom practice factors.   
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Validity and Reliability 

In traditional research drawn on scientific methods, the concept of validity refers 

to the degree of ―appropriateness, correctness, meaningfulness, and usefulness of the 

inferences‖ (Frankel & Wallen, 2006, p. 151) that researchers derive from the data 

collected through the use of a particular instrument. The concept of reliability refers to 

the degree of consistency over time and replicability of results that researchers gain 

through administering an instrument to another and from one set of items to another 

(Frankel & Wallen, 2006). Whereas researchers using traditional scientific methods 

attempt to find a common theories or categories that can be applied to all subjects or 

similar situations, those employing narrative inquiry focus on investigations of 

―individual interpretations and worldviews and complex and human-centered events‖ 

(Webster & Mertova, 2007, p. 89). Thus, due to the fact that narrative inquiry has a 

different type of research goal from traditional empirical method in that individual truths 

rather than replicability and generalization of results is concerned by the former, the 

traditional criteria of validity and reliability should not be applied to judge narrative 

research.  

In narrative inquiry, validity is concerned, rather than producing a certain 

conclusion, how well the research is being grounded and supported by its data while 

reliability is concerned, rather than producing a similar result, how dependable and 

trustworthy the date are. Following are several criteria that can be used to assess the 

validity and reliability of narrative research according to Webster and Mertova (2007). 

The first criterion, access, can be discussed in two aspects: it is important whether readers 

can be provided with the access to the information of participants, context, and how 
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knowledge between researchers and participants is constructed and weather readers are 

able to access data, research notes, and transcripts on which research findings are based. 

Webster and Mertova (2007, p. 98) further suggested a checklist of a set of questions 

modified from the naturalistic evaluation approach by Guba and Lincoln (1981) to 

measure the trustworthiness of narrative research. The first question is concerned with 

truth value, which asks how the truth of research findings can be established. The second 

question related to applicability asks research findings, to what extent, can be applied 

elsewhere. The next question is concerned with consistency and asks whether any pattern 

rises and if not, researchers look for reasons why data appear inconsistent. Finally, it is 

necessary to query whether data are free from researchers‘ biases, motivation, or interests 

in order to determine if the data provide confirming evidence.  

Another criterion addressed by Webster and Mertova (2007) is verisimilitude 

which can be viewed from three aspects. First of all, there should exist a resonance 

between the reporting of stories and researcher‘ experiences. Moreover, it matters that 

readers‘ experiences resonate with those of researchers because stories are more likely 

true when readers either are able to recall some incidents having happened to them by 

reflecting on the stories or establish a new understanding upon reading the stories. The 

second aspect is that a certain level of plausibility in the stories should be attained. That 

is, the stories reported should stay realistic in accordance with the ones told by research 

participants, and meanwhile, researchers should consider with caution regarding potential 

dangers and risks, such as ―the Hollywood plot‖ (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990, p. 10) in 

which a tendency called smoothing that produces a positive result often appear. The third 

aspect is that the truthfulness of research results can be enhanced through the 

confirmation between a critical event that has positively or negatively ―impacted on the 
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performance of the storyteller in a professional or work-related role‖ (Webster and 

Mertova, 2007, p. 74) and other events of the storyteller. Another criterion, authenticity, 

intertwined with the concept of verisimilitude is pointed out by Webster and Mertova 

(2007) in that it can be effectively achieved through sufficient information provided by 

researchers, such as adequate coherence of the narratives, in order to show that the stories 

are honestly and seriously told. Equally importantly, transferability, an analog to 

generalization (Miller & Crabtree, 1994), is also an essential criterion to assess narrative 

research and can be obtained through thick description and accessibility of narrative data 

for readers to deliberate application in other settings.  

Ethical Issues 

Finally, ethical issues certainly need be taken into consideration since such issues 

are likely to influence validity and reliability in narrative research. Following questions 

adapted from Miles and Huberman (1994) serve as a checklist for researchers to ponder 

and locate any potential ethical issues that may arise throughout the research process. The 

first question concerned with the informed consent asks whether research participants 

have full information of what is involved in the study, and whether they consent to 

participate voluntarily without being forced since poor date may be produced as a result 

of participants‘ weak consent when they cannot trust their researchers. The second 

question is concerned with harm and risk and asks whether the research would hurt 

participants and how it would occur. Next, the honesty and trust question asks whether 

researchers are telling truth and present true data to participants and readers. Also, 

researchers should draw attention to participants‘ privacy, confidentiality, and anonymity 

to consider whether research will intrude too much into participants and how to protect 
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the data as well as participants‘ identities. The last question about intervention and 

advocacy is concerned whether researchers should do or say anything when their 

participants express opinions or display behaviors that may harm someone or some 

groups.   
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CHAPTER FIVE 

ANALYSES OF QUESTIONNARE DATA 

At the first stage of the research, an electronic questionnaire was distributed to all 

of the ESL teachers at the anonymous adult language center. Twenty-seven teachers 

participated in the survey and 20 completed the entire questionnaire. What follows is the 

background summary of the 20 teachers who completely finished the questionnaire.  

The native language of 18 teachers is English; the other two teachers respectively 

indicated Polish and Spanish as their home language. The length of these teachers‘ 

teaching experience ranged from 1.5 to 40 years. Among them, 15 teachers have teaching 

experience for more than a decade and one teacher explained that she had also taught 

Italian for eight years. With regard to overseas teaching experience, 14 teachers 

responded that they have taught English in foreign countries located in Asia, Europe, 

Middle East, and South America. As to the sources from which they learned about the 

language instructional methods, ESL method courses and method books are the ones 

from which the majority of the teachers (17) learned about the methods. One teacher also 

replied that her own life experiences and teaching experiences are another sources to 

learn the methods.         

The questions (see Appendix A) in the questionnaire pertain to contemporary 

methodologies which is the main theme of the research do not only serve as tools to 

understand the instructional methods that the ESL teachers generally use, but also serve 

as the criterion for the researcher to select four teacher participants who would be 

interviewed extensively and whose classes would be observed by the researcher. Below 

are the results derived from the questionnaire, and Table 1 shows the response summary 
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of teachers‘ familiarity levels of the language instructional methods followed by a bar 

chart (Figure 6) displaying the ranking of teachers‘ familiarity rating averages of these 

methods .  

Table 1. Response Summary of Teachers‘ Familiarity Levels of the Language 

Instructional Methods. 

 

Methods 

Levels of familiarity 

Not at all 

familiar 

Slightly 

familiar 

Somewhat 

familiar 

Moderately 

familiar 

Extremely 

familiar 

Response 

Count 

First period of the 20th century 

Grammar 

Translation Method 
14.8% (4) 7.4% (2) 11.1% (3) 29.6% (8) 37.0% (10) 27 

Direct Method 11.1% (3) 0.0% (0) 29.6% (8) 25.9% (7) 33.3% (9) 27 

Audio-Lingual 

Method 
11.1% (3) 3.7% (1) 22.2% (6) 37.0% (10) 25.9% (7) 27 

Situational 

Language Teaching 
18.5% (5) 

37.0% 

(10) 
11.1% (3) 22.2% (6) 11.1% (3) 27 

Second Period of the 20th Century 

Total Physical 

Response 
22.2% (6) 3.7% (1) 11.1% (3) 25.9% (7) 37.0% (10) 27 

Silent Way 37.0% 

(10) 

11.1% 

(3) 
11.1% (3) 33.3% (9) 7.4% (2) 27 

Community 

Language Learning 
33.3% (9) 

14.8% 

(4) 
11.1% (3) 22.2% (6) 18.5% (5) 27 

Suggestopedia 
33.3% (9) 

18.5% 

(5) 
11.1% (3) 22.2% (6) 14.8% (4) 27 

Whole Language 

Approach 
11.1% (3) 3.7% (1) 25.9% (7) 18.5% (5) 40.7% (11) 27 

Language 

Experience 

Approach 

36.0% (9) 
12.0% 

(3) 
16.0% (4) 20.0% (5) 16.0% (4) 25 

Freirean Approach 88.9% 

(24) 

11.1% 

(3) 
0.0% (0) 0.0% (0) 0.0% (0) 27 

Learner Writing and 

Publishing 

48.1% 

(13) 

18.5% 

(5) 
7.4% (2) 14.8% (4) 11.1% (3) 27 

Multiple 

Intelligences 
0.0% (0) 3.7% (1) 18.5% (5) 29.6% (8) 48.1% (13) 27 

Lexical Approach 
22.2% (6) 

29.6% 

(8) 
25.9% (7) 7.4% (2) 14.8% (4) 27 

Competency-Based 

Education 15.4% (4) 
26.9% 

(7) 
11.5% (3) 26.9% (7) 19.2% (5) 26 

Third Period of the 20th Century 

Communicative 

Language Teaching 14.8% (4) 3.7% (1) 11.1% (3) 14.8% (4) 55.6% (15) 27 
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Natural Approach 22.2% (6) 7.4% (2) 14.8% (4) 33.3% (9) 22.2% (6) 27 

Cooperative 

Language Learning 
22.2% (6) 

11.1% 

(3) 
14.8% (4) 18.5% (5) 33.3% (9) 27 

Task-Based 

Teaching 
11.1% (3) 

18.5% 

(5) 
11.1% (3) 22.2% (6) 37.0% (10) 27 

  

 

Figure 6. Ranking of Teachers‘ Familiarity Rating Averages of the Language 

Instructional Methods 

Of all the 20 language instructional methods that have been introduced in the 

previous section of the literature review, 15 (55.6%) out of the 27 teachers show that the 

most familiar method to them is the Communicative Language Teaching Approach, 

which has proved this method is widely well-known in this ESL program. The second 

most familiar method is the Multiple Intelligences with which 13 teachers (48.1%) are 

extremely familiar. The third method with which 11 teachers are highly familiar is the 
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Whole Language Approach. However, the aforementioned results of the second and third 

most familiar methods are actually beyond my prediction which I originally expected that 

the Whole Language Approach would be the next most familiar method to the teachers 

because of its popularity in education in the late 1980s. Evidence shows that, when 

looking at the average rating of all the five familiarity levels, the first most familiar 

method is the Multiple Intelligences; the Communicative Language Approach switches to 

the second place, and the Whole Language Approach still stands as the third most 

familiar method to the teachers. Further evidence also shows that there are indeed more 

teachers (21 persons) who are either moderately or extremely familiar with the Multiple 

Intelligences than those (16 persons) with the Whole Language. There are no teachers 

showing complete unfamiliarity with the Multiple Intelligences, but only one teacher 

rated it as a slightly familiar method and five as a somewhat familiar one. And, although 

the Communicative Language Approach is identified as an extremely familiar method to 

most teachers in the program, the results nonetheless show that there are totally more 

teachers (26 persons) identifying the Multiple Intelligences as a somewhat, moderately or 

extremely familiar method than those (22 persons) favoring with the Communicative 

Language Teaching Approach. Moreover, the results, when discussing about the teachers‘ 

general knowledge of the 20 language instructional methods which is identified by the 

total number of the teachers‘ rating on somewhat, moderate and extreme familiarity 

levels, suggest that most of the surveyed ESL teachers are familiar with the general ideas 

of the Multiple Intelligences, the next familiar one is the Direct Method, and the third is 

the Whole Language Approach. 

It is also interesting to note that many teachers in the program did not indicate an 

extreme familiarity level with some traditional methods developed long before the 
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Communicative Language Teaching Approach. Take the first period of the method 

development in the early 20
th

 century as an example: The most familiar method rated by 

just 10 (37.0%) out of the 27 teachers is the Grammar Translation Method that is 

nowadays still commonly used to teach foreign language courses in Eastern Asian 

countries. Another commonly used method in the language teaching in Eastern Asia, the 

Audio-Lingual Method, is extremely familiar only to seven (25.9%) teachers despite the 

fact that the results show that 10 teachers are moderately familiar with it.  

Also, the result data uncovers an interesting phenomenon that most teachers in 

this ESL program are either not at all familiar or slightly familiar with many of the 

language instructional methods invented in the second period of the 20
th

 century. Seven 

methods in this period, which are Silent Way, Community Language Learning, 

Suggestopedia, Language Experience Approach, Learner Writing and Publishing, and 

Nerolinguistic Programming, are respectively rated by at least one-third of the 27 

teachers or more as an instructional method with the lowest familiarity level among all 

the 20 methods. Following are three methods with the lowest familiarity level identified 

by more than 10 teachers. The Freirean Approach is rated by 24 (88.9%) teachers as the 

most unfamiliar method, three teachers (11.1%) as a slightly familiar method, and none 

(0.0%) of them as a somewhat, moderately or extremely familiar method. Similar to the 

results for the Freirean Approach, the Nerolinguistic Programming has the second lowest 

rating of familiarity level identified by 15 (57.7%) teachers as a not at all familiar 

method, and three (11.5%) teachers as a slightly familiar method. The third one that 

received the lowest familiarity rating is the Learner Writing and Publishing which is 

identified by 13 (48.1%) teachers as a completely unfamiliar method and five (18.5%) as 

a slightly familiar method. In addition to the aforementioned seven methods in the second 
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period of the 20
th

 century, it is also noteworthy that there are more than one-third of the 

27 teachers (15 persons) who are not quite familiar with the Situational Language 

Teaching originated in the early 20
th

 century according to the number of teachers‘ 

responses to the levels of complete unfamiliarity and slight familiarity. 

To sum up the teachers‘ familiarity levels based on the rating averages of the 

three periods in which the language instructional method were developed, the methods in 

the 1980s which receive a 3.51 rating average are most familiar to the teachers in the ESL 

program; the next familiar methods are those invented or became popular in the early 

20th century; and the least familiar methods which have a 2.78 rating averages are those 

developed in the 1970s.        

In the questionnaire, one section asking the teachers about the language 

instructional methods that the they have tried to use in class does not receive answers 

from all the 27 teacher participants; instead, only the Total Physical Response receives a 

25 response count, and the rest of the methods have a response count respectively ranging 

from 22 to 24. The exact reason for the result data displaying such a diverse response 

count in this section cannot be determined since one of the possible reasons could be that 

some teachers chose to skip the question intentionally or unintentionally. The following 

bar chart (Figure 7) shows ranking of the 20 methods that have been used by the teachers.  
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Figure 7. Ranking of the language instructional methods that have been used by the 

teachers 

The first three methods that have been favored by most of the teachers are the 

Whole Language Approach rated by 19 teachers, the Communicative Language Teaching 

Approach rated by 18 teachers, and the Multiple Intelligences rated by 17 teachers. This 

ranking coincides with the first three methods (the Multiple Intelligences, 

Communicative Language Teaching Approach, and Whole Language Approach) that 

receive the highest rating averages of the teachers‘ familiarity levels, and the result hence 

shows that these teachers tend to teach with the methods that they are more familiar with. 

In addition, 18 teachers also indicate that the Cooperative Language Learning is a method 
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which they have tried to use although it is ranked the ninth familiar method among the 

entire 20 methods based on the rating average of the teachers‘ familiarity levels. The high 

rating of the Whole Language Approach and Communicative Language Teaching 

Approach was reflected by 21 teachers‘ responses to the open-ended question regarding 

the instructional method(s) and/or technique(s) they frequently use in class. Six out of the 

21 teachers‘ responses in this open-ended question show the teachers‘ favor using of the 

Communicative Language Teaching Approach. The reason why most of the teachers in 

the program prefer to use this method is because the Communicative Language Teaching 

Approach creates authentic teaching situations and uses authentic materials. As one 

teacher responded in her written response, 

I often use a communicative approach to encourage students to use the language 

in a real way and to foster confidence in using the language in a safe and friendly 

environment.  

  This comments suggests that the Communicative Language Teaching Approach 

enhances student security through their cooperative interactions with their peers and 

teachers. Meanwhile, in a class based on the Communicative Language Teaching 

Approach, teachers‘ greater tolerance of student errors in the target language output is 

also an important factor to create a low-anxiety classroom atmosphere. Another teacher 

also shared her enthusiasm for this method,  

I feel like it is the best method out there for adults at this time. The main idea for 

language learning is to communicate, so that is what I focus on.    

Her words capture that the central idea of the Communicative Language Teaching 

Approach, communication, is a goal of this method, and also a process that enables 
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students to communicate in the target language. In addition, two teachers stated that the 

use of authentic materials is the reason why they often employ this method,  

I feel students learn better through their desire to communicate in meaningful 

ways about meaningful topics. 

I also like to use authentic materials (TV/radio programs, newspaper articles, etc.) 

to create meaning-based lessons for the students. 

These brief statements reflect that the use of authentic materials, which is one of the 

major techniques in the Communicative Language Teaching Approach, aims to overcome 

the problem that learners typically are unable to apply what they learn in class to real-

world situations as well as to expose learners to natural language in a meaningful way. 

Nevertheless, one teacher who formerly taught French and German to her English 

speaking students realized the difficulty in using this method, 

As a teacher of French and German who spoke the same native language as my 

students (English), I found the communicative approach exciting but hard to 

implement. I wonder if I would have ever been able to do it effectively without 

perfect fluency in the target language.  

Similar to a study with 18 secondary school English teachers in South Korea (Li, 1998) 

that is previously presented in the literature review section, one of the challenges of the 

Communicative Language Teaching Approach derives from the speaking proficiency 

level of teachers who are non-native speakers of the target languages. This might not be a 

serious problem for native teachers to teach English as a second language with the 

Communicative Language Teaching Approach in the United States, but it is obviously a 

major concern for non-native English teachers in non-English-speaking countries where 

English is taught as a foreign language. 
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The Task-Based Teaching Approach that is ranked the 7
th

 familiar method and the 

6
th

 one that has been tried to use by the teachers in the program is mentioned by several 

teachers as a method they prefer to apply. In one of the teachers‘ opinions, a task that 

students are interested in, particularly one that requires peer collaboration to complete can 

increase students‘ motivation of learning, which resonates with the strength of this 

method that learning becomes more enjoyable when students have opportunities to 

communicate with each others in a natural context that is developed from their 

experience. Two teachers offered the reasons why they prefer to use the Tasked-Based 

Teaching Approach, 

I often give assignments that mirror what students will encounter in a university 

setting, but tailored towards the level of English I am teaching. I do not want the 

student shocked by the types of assignments they will have in the university. 

…..I love the freedom of teaching through content, and through tasks, allowing 

my students to use real language instead of scripted artificial sentences that 

practice a grammar point. Task-based language activities mimics real life and 

gives my students the language they need to cope in university. 

Both of the teachers placed emphasis on language situated in university through this 

approach. This again demonstrates the strong relation of its activities to the real world 

situations as well as its emphasis on meaning over language function. It is notable that 

most of the teachers in the program who are familiar with the Task-Based Teaching 

Approach tend to possess a high familiarity level with and have used the Communicative 

Language Teaching Approach as well. This tendency may explain why the Task-Based 

Teaching Approach and Communicative Language Teaching Approach share a number 

of teaching and learning philosophy and techniques in common as some experts view the 

former as an outgrowth of the latter.  Meanwhile, it is also possible that the teachers who 
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use the Communicative Language Teaching Approach may incorporate the Task-Based 

Teaching as part of their curriculum rather than a method as perceived by other experts 

(e.g., Kumaravadivelu, 2006).  

Interestingly, the methods that are not familiar to the teachers do not necessarily 

become the ones used by the least number of teachers. As mentioned previously, the three 

most unfamiliar methods to the teachers are the Freirean Approach, Neurolinguistic 

Programming, and Learner Writing and Publishing. The Learner Writing and Publishing 

which is ranked the 18
th

 familiar method to the teachers turns out to be the 13
th

 method 

that has been used by the teachers; and even though no teachers identify the Freirean 

Approach as a somewhat, moderately, or extremely familiar method, there are still two 

teachers reporting that they have used it before. Furthermore, the least number of teachers 

who have tried to use a method in class appears on the Silent Way which is previously 

ranked as the 16
th

 familiar method, meaning that only two teachers have used it before 

and 22 teachers claimed never.  

On the contrary, the Grammar Translation Method which is identified as the fifth 

familiar method to the teachers is not used by many teachers in the program: 17 out of the 

24 teachers have never used the Grammar Translation Method in class. This result could 

be caused by the nature of this method which focus is not on listening or speaking, but 

reading and writing skills, and the teachers therefore have avoided using it in their class. 

As one teacher criticized, this method diminishes the real life of language learning. This 

teacher in fact supports the idea of mastering grammar, but other skills, such as listening, 

speaking, and presentation skills, should not be excluded. She further stated, 
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Grammar mastery is completely worthwhile, of course; this goes without saying. 

But a student can easily build a very false sense of ability and acquisition level if 

all he focuses on is grammar. There's more to language than syntax. There's also 

semantics, phonetics, phonology, and morphology, among many others. Work one 

muscle in the human body at the exclusion of the others, and you ultimately 

damage the entire muscular system with injuries because it's unbalanced. 

The teacher used the metaphor of muscular system to describe the overall aspects of 

language, and every muscle as one component of language. Hence, language learning, in 

her opinion, cannot be successfully achieved without holistic learning of all skills. 

Moreover, one teacher talked about her negative experience as a French language learner. 

As she described, ―Although I am familiar with French, this method did not give me the 

skills to use it in real life,‖ and therefore she would not use the Grammar Translation 

Method to teach her students. A number of teachers also demonstrated their objections 

against the use of the Grammar Translation Method. The following is the summary of 

their responses, which demonstrates the teachers‘ awarenesses of the weaknesses of this 

method: It is not a practical method; it does not aim for fluent communication in the 

target language; every language is unique and therefore they cannot be translated exactly 

to each other; teachers cannot translate the target language into a variety of students 

native languages in English as a second language settings.  

Similar to the numerous teachers‘ oppositions to the use of the Grammar 

Translation Method, the Total Physical Response also received more negative comments 

than positive ones from the teachers although they rated it as the 8
th

 familiar method and 

the 11
th

 method that they have used. Two teachers regarded the Total Physical Response 

as a positive instructional method. One teacher identified that this method helps her 

students at the beginning level memorize English verbs through body movement while 
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the other teacher often incorporates a lot of games ―which require them [the students] to 

move/touch/feel.‖ As for the negative comments, two teachers mentioned that they never 

use it and their respective reason is because of the nature of the topics that one teacher 

has been teaching and the other teacher‘s little knowledge about this method. More 

importantly, most teachers showed their discomfort with the Total Physical Response as 

one teacher mentioned, 

I am also not an all-singing, all-dancing kind of teacher so drama in the classroom 

or total physical response is not something I would feel comfortable trying out 

with my adult students.  

These adult ESL teachers‘ responses do not only reflect experts‘ criticisms that the Total 

Physical Response tends to be more suitable for beginning level learners and young 

learners, but also suggest that every teacher should take their individual personality into 

consideration in addition to the needs of their students when choosing an appropriate 

method that would be more effective for their class.         

Another method that receives a very diverse ranking is the Language Experience 

Approach. This one is ranked the seventh method that has been used by 12 out of the 23 

teachers whereas it is ranked the 14
th

 method that is rated by only four teachers as a 

highly familiar method and one-third of the teachers (9 persons) as a complete unfamiliar 

one. One possible reason to explain the high ranking of its application in the teachers‘ 

classes could be that the Language Experience Approach, similar to the Whole Language 

Approach, aims to integrally develop learners‘ verbal and literacy skills in target 

languages, and also, its allowing language errors creates a learning environment with low 

anxiety, which could be another reason that the teachers in the program are willing to use 

it. Finally, its materials based on interesting and common situations as well as the natural 
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development of the language skills are the other two major factors for the teachers‘ 

frequent application of this approach. As one teacher reported, she, before introducing a 

new reading passage, uses the Language Experience Approach to provide background 

information which can connect to students‘ personal experience. Another teacher uses it 

to encourage students to develop authentic language skills. 

In addition to the frequency of the teacher‘s application of the instructional 

methods in class, the result of common techniques that they often use is also derived from 

the survey. Many teachers indicated that they prefer to use audio and visual presentations 

to facilitate their teaching. These include video clips from YouYube, movies, music, 

TV/radio programs, PowerPoint presentation, overhead projectors, a computer lab, and 

field trips. And one experienced teacher who does not know how to make a PowerPoint 

presentation even shared that she is willing to learn to use an I-pod in her class. From 

their responses, it is obvious that technology in this information age is a very important 

technique which seems inseparable from language teaching and learning. Nevertheless, 

some teachers in the program complained about that there is usually nothing more than a 

white board in the classroom. Moreover, although there is a computer lab in the program, 

the availability remains an unsolved issue due to the capacity of the lab. As one teacher 

reported, she found out that her students are more compliant when editing their written 

work in the computer lab, but there are few opportunities for her to teach the writing class 

in this lab because the availability of the lab does not always match her class schedule. 

Language institutes often apply technology to enhance teaching and learning; yet, 

problems of using technology such as the one mentioned above are not uncommon. As 

Warschauer and Meskill (2000) pointed out, issues in using new technology fall into 

three categories: The first is investment of money, which is not merely allocated to 



99 

 

 

 

hardware and software, but also staffing and training. Warschauer and Meskill (2000) 

mentioned the following as a common situation among language institutes,   

It is often the case in poorly-funded language programs that the hardware itself 

comes in via a one-time grant (or through hand-me-downs from science 

departments on campus), with little funding left over for staff, training, 

maintenance, or software (p.339).   

The second issue is investment of time, which teachers need to learn to master new 

technology, and if instruction or communication is via the web, they need to catch up 

with its ―changing dynamics (p.340).‖ The third and last issue is uncertainty of results, 

meaning there is no guarantee that the investment in technology would achieve a 

particular outcome. Thus, the lack of the sufficient technology equipment and lab space 

in this ESL program seems to be reflective of these common issues among the language 

institutes.                            

It is also important to look at the teachers‘ responses regarding methods other than 

the 20 methods that they have tried to use in class. Three teachers answered this question. 

Since these methods are not described in the literature review section, they will be briefly 

introduced in the following. The first teacher reported that she is extremely familiar with 

the Structural Approach. She mentioned that the Structural Approach has been applied by 

several popular English grammar books, such as Understanding, Using English Grammar 

by B. Schrampfer Azar, and she also recognizes that it is commonly used to teach English 

in many of her students‘ home countries, and she therefore often uses it in class. As a 

matter of fact, the Structural Approach, which shares the basic concept of the Grammar 

Translation Method, views language as being composed of structurally related elements, 

such as phonological and grammatical units. However, while the Grammar Translation 
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Method places emphases on written language as well as the use of mother tongue during 

instruction, the Structural Approach advocates the use of the listening and speaking skills 

to teach graded English structures. The gradation of the structures means that there are 

different stages of sequences for learning language structures. That is to say, some 

structure items (e.g., be –verbs and basic tenses of English) need to be mastered earlier 

than the others. Moreover, structures should be taught based on situational proximity in 

which structures with concrete concepts that can be illustrated in the classroom should be 

taught earlier than those that lie outside the classroom (Mukalel, 1998).  

The second teacher responded that she is moderately familiar with and has tried to 

apply both the Eclectic Approach and the Content-Based Approach. In addition, another 

teacher also reported that she, rather than teaching with any particular method, often uses 

the Eclectic Approach according to her ―students needs, the tasks at hand, the current 

class circumstances‖. The rise of the Eclectic Approach is due to the language teachers‘ 

concern for the advantages and weaknesses of each method, and they therefore blend the 

best techniques from the methods to create their own. Rather than the random 

combinations of a variety of methods, a true eclectic approach must be established based 

on coherent philosophy in which the techniques and activities from different methods can 

be selected accordingly. Larsen-Freeman (2000) called this kind of practice is ―principled 

eclecticism,‖ that is, teachers are ―creating their own method by blending aspects of 

others in a principled manner‖  (Larsen-Freeman, 2000, p. 183). An example lesson that 

applies the Eclectic Approach designed by Aziz (2011) mingles the Structural Approach 

with the Communicative Language Teaching Approach. A brief summary of the lesson 

plan is in Appendix C.  
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The other instructional method that is also familiar to the second teacher is the 

Content-based Approach. Unlike most methods which commonly place the target 

language as a major focus of curriculum, the Content-based Approach utilizes subject 

matter content for students to acquire a language in a specific context. Vanniarajan 

(2003) aptly described the major emphasis of this method, which is ―on getting the 

message across and not the form, on what is being said rather than how it is said (p.293),‖ 

and minimal emphasis on grammatical accuracy. An important theory underneath the 

Content-based Approach is the ―input hypothesis‖ proposed by Stephen Krashen. 

According to this hypothesis, learners acquire a second language through a natural order 

which some grammatical structures tend to be acquired earlier than others, and so it is 

suggested that teachers provide language input that is understandable to students. To be 

specifically, the input should be just a little beyond learners‘ present stage of linguistic 

competence. In other words, if the input is far beyond learners‘ current language capacity, 

they will not pay attention to the input. If it is not far enough, there will be nothing 

learned. Three models of school programs are claimed to be based on the Content-based 

Approach. The first model is named immersion programs, and similar to bilingual 

programs, both of learners‘ second language and native language are used for teachers‘ 

instruction in part of the curriculum of elementary and secondary education programs. In 

the second model, sheltered classes, the instruction is based on regular academic courses 

that are originally designed for native speakers. However, only non-native speakers are 

allowed to enroll and pedagogy is adjusted according to their second language 

proficiency in such a protected environment. The major advantage of the sheltered classes 

is that students are able to continue to study the academic courses even though their 

language proficiency level may not be adequate to cope with the courses primarily for 
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native speakers (Larsen-Freeman, 2000). The third is the adjunct model where the subject 

matter courses are integrated with the language instruction. That is to say, students whose 

language skills are inadequately prepared for a regular academic course also enroll an 

adjunct course that is particularly designed to help them understand the content presented 

in the academic course and improve their language skills to complete the tasks assigned 

from the course. Nonetheless, the program where this ESL teacher claims to teach classes 

with the Content-based Approach does not exactly match any of the above models, but it 

is possible that the teacher is incorporating the university level curriculum of her choice 

into the language courses designated by the ESL program to reach the goal of the content-

based instruction that ―both content knowledge and increased language proficiency‖ can 

be achieved at the same time (Wesche, 1993, as cited in Larsen-Freeman, 2000).   

A third teacher's response showed her extreme familiarity with and has applied 

the multisensory learning to her class in addition to some of the 20 instructional methods 

in the survey. Multisensory learning is also known as VAK modalities which are 

respectively represented ―visual‖, ―auditory‖, and ―kinesthetic‖ modalities. Maria 

Montessori, MD, was the one who initiated the multisensory learning. She believed 

children naturally learn through their natural senses including seeing, hearing, touching, 

tasting, and smelling. During the time from 1906 to 1952, the Montessori Method which 

uses the multisensory learning strategies was introduced to Europe and the United States 

for preschoolers and young children (Brooks, 2006). Also, multisensory methods were 

devised by other experts (e.g., Fernald, 1987; Grllingham & Stillman, 1997; Slingerland, 

1997 as cited in Baines, 2008) to teach phonics and letters to young learners who are 

involved in ―seeing a word, tracing its letters with their fingers, and trying to pronounce 

the word using their knowledge of the sound of the letters‖ (Baines, 2008, p. 22). The 
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multisensory methods are moreover considered an effective teaching for students with 

disabilities, such as dyslexia and autism. Simple examples of visual learning include 

using visual aids, such as charts, maps, and graphics, and underlining main points; for 

auditory learning, examples are taping lectures and forming study groups to verbalize 

ideas. Kinesthetic learning includes assignments involving experiments and standing up 

while studying/reviewing. From the responses to the survey, many teachers are in fact 

using a variety of techniques that embrace the essence of the multisensory learning, say, 

PowerPoint Presentations (visual), small group discussions (auditory), and field trips 

(Kinesthetic), and so on to incorporate into their class activities. True teaching, according 

to Baines (2008), is described as follows, 

The teacher who purposefully crafts multisensory experiences to foster students‘ 

social and intellectual development is teaching, whereas the teacher who asks 

students to read and answer questions is merely assigning (p.24).   

Whether or not these ESL teachers consciously or unconsciously know that they 

are applying the methods/techniques involving multisensory learning strategies, I believe 

they are attempting to reach the ―true teaching‖ as their ultimate goal.  

In the next section, the stories of the three ESL teachers will be presented. The selection 

of the teachers who were interviewed extensively was based on several criteria. First of 

all, since class observations is necessary as part of the research data, teachers who agreed 

in these surveys to be observed during their class instruction would be recruited. The 

second criterion was that only those who respond to every single close-ended question in 

the survey would be selected. The third was to select teachers who demonstrate a higher 

familiarity level with most of the language instructional methods listed in the 

questionnaire. The forth criterion was to find experienced teachers who have been 
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teaching English and/or any other foreign language(s) for more than 10 years. The last, 

but not the least important consideration was to select teachers who would be most likely 

to provide rich responses to the open-ended questions in the questionnaire.  On the base 

of these criteria, three teachers: Nancy, Cindy, and Julie, were chosen. In Chapter Six, 

readers will be introduced to them and their ―narratives of experience‖ (Connelly & 

Clandinin, 1990).  
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CHAPTER SIX 

STORIES OF TEACHERS' EXPERIENCES 

This study investigated how the language instructional methodologies are chosen 

and used by adult English as a Second Language teachers through understanding the 

teachers' experiences of learning and teaching languages. After the survey was collected 

and analyzed in the previous chapter, Chapter Five. Three teachers, Nancy, Cindy, and 

Julie, were selected to participate in the second stage of this research according to the 

following criteria: All three teachers demonstrated a higher familiarity level with the 

language teaching methods; they provided rich answers to the open-ended questions; they 

completed every closed-ended questions; they agreed to be observed in class; and they 

have more than 10 years of teaching experience. The data in this part of research included 

interviews, course materials, course syllabi, classroom observation notes, and e-mail 

correspondences between the teachers and researcher. The interview questions (See 

Appendix A) were focused on the teachers' schooling and teaching experiences. At the 

end of the analyses of each of the teachers' narratives, a story constellation (Craig, 2007) 

was created to illustrate the story plotlines throughout their teaching and learning 

experiences.                    

Nancy's Story Constellation 

Nancy, whose life has been filled with language learning and teaching, was born 

in the United Kingdom. She was mainly educated in the U.K. and received her Ph.D. in 

applied linguistics with a focus on French language teaching. She began her teaching 

career as a French and German languages teacher in the early 1970s in the U.K., and has 

been teaching English as a Second Language (ESL) since she moved to the United States 
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in the 1980s. Because Nancy was teaching two writing classes when I interviewed her 

and she was very experienced in teaching writing, her description of her teaching  

experience was laced with stories of her writing and grammar teaching. 

Schooling Experience 

Nancy grew up and was educated in Scotland where every student is required to 

learn a foreign language. The school system in Scotland is mainly divided into two 

categories: denominational state schools and non-denominational schools. In 

denominational schools, which are mostly Roman Catholic, Spanish is offered as a 

foreign language. In non-denominational school, students can study either French or 

German. Moreover, if a student receives straight As, he/she will be automatically given a 

second foreign language class in secondary school (equivalent to eighth grade in the 

U.S.). Nancy went to a non-denominational high school and was a B student.  She was 

able to choose to study French, but she was eager to learn another language in addition to 

French. Nancy‘s father wanted her to learn Russian. However, Russian was only offered 

at other schools, and Nancy was a very shy student. She did not want to take a class at 

another school.  Hence, she eventually elected German as her second foreign language.  

 In addition to French and German in secondary school, she studied Spanish in her 

junior year in high school, and then enrolled in Latin in college. Among all of the 

languages Nancy learned, the language she remembers the most is French. Part of the 

reason is because French, in her experience, is easy to learn. For example, German has 

three grammatical genders (i.e., masculine, feminine and neutral) and many forms of 

articles (e.g., der, die, das, den, dem, des and etc.) which makes it more difficult to learn 

compared with French. But there is another reason why Nancy excelled in French, which 
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she explained quickly and without hesitation, ―Because I spent a year in France.‖ Her 

knowledge of French forms a sharp contrast to her knowledge of Spanish.  She admits to 

forgetting all her Spanish immediately after she studied it and passed the test. 

Interestingly, how Nancy mastered French was not by studying it at school, but by 

traveling to France to teach English to children in kindergarten. When Nancy studied 

French at school in Scotland, her teacher used the Grammar Translation Method to teach 

students: ―This is a pen. The pen is on the table. The pen is on the chair.‖ Because native 

language is the major language used during the French instruction with the grammar 

translation method, Nancy barely had a chance to speak French in class unless it was a 

conversation class. And this was the same situation in her German class. Although the 

conversation class was provided, Nancy and her classmates had only one hour a week to 

practice speaking the foreign languages with teaching assistants from France and 

Germany. Apparently, this very limited amount of practice time was not really helpful for 

improving her speaking skills. Nancy mentioned how her conversation class proceed, 

―We were very clever and kept our heads down. We could manage not saying anything at 

all and just let people who like talking do all the talking.‖ In university, Nancy continued 

to study French and German, but she still did not have many opportunities to practice 

speaking because she was pursuing a literature degree rather than a language degree. 

Also, all of her classes, including the French-English translation class, were instructed 

only in English.  

―It's amazing I could ever learn to speak French‖ 

Therefore, it was not until Nancy started teaching English in France that she had 

an opportunity to speak French. Nancy actually had a difficult time when starting her life 
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in France. Because of her lack of speaking training at school, Nancy even had a hard time 

when she did her grocery shopping. There was one time that Nancy needed to buy soap, 

but she did not know how to say this word in French because ―soap‖ did not appear in her 

translation package. Hence, she described her experience as a nightmare when she first 

went to France. Yet, because of the experience of living in France, Nancy thought that 

―it's amazing I could ever learn to speak French‖ after all those school years without 

sufficient speaking practice. A year in France enormously improved Nancy's French 

speaking skills much more than several years of learning at school. Although she agreed 

that students can learn a language, be able to listen and understand it without hearing it 

spoken, Nancy reflected from her personal experience that ―I do not see how you can 

master a language unless you use it, unless you are hearing it, unless you are speaking it.‖ 

Living and teaching in France provided Nancy with an environment where she was 

forced to use French to communicate anywhere and anytime, and it somehow made her 

life difficult there, but she, at the same time, became more fluent in French since then.  

“I’m not sure this is what I wanted to do with my life after all” 

 Nancy had determined that she wanted to be an English teacher in France when 

she was studying French in high school. However, when she was a student, there were no 

college training courses for those who wanted to be an English teacher in a foreign 

country. Thus, Nancy decided to take a degree in French and then eventually teach 

English in France. Nancy therefore studied French in college and then she went to France 

to teach English for a year, which was a part of her preparation for her honor's degree 

program. Nevertheless, her difficult year in France changed her career goal.  

And then I thought, you know, I‘m not so sure about this. I’m not sure this is what 

I wanted to do with my life after all. And so I thought, ―Well, I‘ll go back to 
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Scotland, and then I will become a French teacher.‖ But I couldn‘t just become a 

French teacher because I had to do two languages because whichever school I 

went to required me to teach two languages, so I had to teach French and German 

even though I didn‘t really like German. I was kind of stuck with that.  

In the end, Nancy took a German class for another year in college, but she failed one of 

her courses in French. The chair of her department and her father who was both a French 

and Spanish languages teacher suggested that she should just pursue an regular program 

degree. For this reason, Nancy did not spend an extra year in university to earn an honor's 

degree .  Immediately afterwards, then she ended up teaching French and German in high 

school, which, by then, was  in the early 1970s. Three years later, she decided to go to 

Greece to teach English for a year. Because the number of qualified teachers exceeded 

the number of available teaching positions in the U.K. when Nancy was teaching in 

Greece, her father  advised her that she should come back to teach in the U.K. if she had 

planned to teach in the U.K. ever again. Nancy hence returned to her country to continue 

the teaching job she left. Soon, she applied to transfer to another school and eventually 

became the head of the department of modern languages at a secondary school.  

“I’ll be here until I die or retire whatever” 

Nancy's education life did not end here. She then married a professor of political 

science and moved to the United States with her husband. She entered a university in 

Iowa and started to take some linguistics courses, which once again ignited her interest in 

language learning. Because of those courses, Nancy continued to study applied linguistics 

and received her Ph.D. after her partner and her moved to the U.K. A few years later, 

Nancy moved to the U.S. again with her husband who took a teaching job offer in 

Houston. Nancy had the chance to meet the associate director of the ESL program at her 
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husband‘s school, and finally began her English teaching job which she had longed for 

since she was a high school student. Nancy explained: 

I ended up doing what I always wanted to right from the beginning, which is to 

become an English teacher abroad. I just thought I wanted to be an English 

teacher in France. And then I was an English teacher in Greece. That was fine. I 

enjoyed that. But I‘ve never had a plan that what I wanted to do was to get a 

degree in ESL to become an ESL teacher...I love this job. I love being here. And 

I’ll be here until I die or retire whatever.  

Teaching Experience 

“There’s no typical day for me” 

Although Nancy has more than 30 years teaching experience and always prepares 

her lessons the day before, she does not think that there is a typical class day for her; 

every teaching  day is completely different and ―it‘s even different from what I think it‘s 

going to be.‖ The main reason of for these differences in classes is because Nancy has 

created a loose syllabus of what she thinks she might accomplish in a week.  Despite her 

syllabus having specifically indicated chapters that were going to be covered each week, 

she does not teach according to her syllabus. Nancy is not the kind of teacher who always 

had a specific lesson plan every day, and, as she said, ―I sometimes don‘t even know that 

before I walk into class.‖ It does not mean that Nancy has no plan at all; she in fact has an 

idea of what she was going to do in class. However, sometimes Nancy and her students 

engage in discussions about certain grammar points, which they find entertaining and 

interesting. As a result, Nancy‘s teaching progress would fall behind her syllabus due to 

the fact that she often spent more than her expected amount of time on a particular 

grammar exercise in class. For Nancy, doing grammar exercises and getting them done is 

not the major medium of learning a language. Rather, it is the negotiation of meaning that 
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takes place between the teacher and students which stimulates conversation practice in 

language learning.  

―I’m not teaching to the test‖ 

Moreover, as the goal of most teachers' instruction under accountability systems 

(i.e., Craig, 2006; Olson & Craig, 2009.) aims to meet the standard scores of local and/or 

national examinations (Gunzenhauser; 2003; Jimerson , 2005; McNeil, 2005), ESL 

teachers face similar pressures, which is to have their English language learners meet the 

standard scores of the TOEFL test required by U.S. universities. However, Nancy felt that 

her primary responsibility as an English teacher was not teaching students English to pass 

a language test, but preparing students for university and for future life situations. 

I‘m teaching them to be able to communicate, and to be able to go to a lecture in 

the university and understand the professor‘s saying and take notes, and to go to 

the library and read the book, and understand what they read and summarize it, 

and paraphrase it, and stick it into their essays. That‘s what I am teaching. I’m not 

teaching to the test. 

Thus, rather than focusing her curricula on the TOEFL test, Nancy attached importance to 

the meaning negotiation derived from class discussions and acculturating students 

through a variety of activities and homework that resemble university campus life. Also, 

because of Nancy‘s not--teaching-to-the test philosophy, she did not teach according to 

what her students would be tested. Unlike many tests that are written before teachers‘ 

instruction of students, all of Nancy‘s tests were written after she had finished class 

instruction, and then she would start to think: ―What did I teach them? What am I going 

to test them? What‘s the test going to be?‖ This process of creating a test representative 

of the students‘ learning experiences allowed Nancy to evaluate what her students have 
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truly learned from her class instead of merely teaching them to pass requisite questions 

on the test.  

“The sky is the limit…I have the total freedom” 

Furthermore, Nancy's loose course syllabus and lesson plans also reflected the 

flexible teaching requirements, particularly for the pedagogical contents and methods, by 

the ESL program where she had been working. Nancy thought that this program provided 

enormous freedom for each teacher to design and teach their own courses—to curriculum 

make, so to speak (Clandinin & Connelly, 1992; Craig & Ross, 2008), and from her 

perspective, she completely embraced this freedom because everyone is different: A 

teaching method that works for one teacher may make another teacher feel very 

uncomfortable trying to do implement the same thing. To the same is true of students in 

different classes. Moreover, even though each teacher at each level in this program has to 

use the same textbooks that are decided by all faculty members, each of them has the 

freedom to decide on the particular content in the book they are going to address. For 

instance, a teacher decides to teach chapter one, three, seven, and ten, and another teacher 

who is teaching the same level and uses the same textbook can choose other chapters.  

Nancy also described programs different from her own where teachers followed a very 

strict teaching policy:  

They [teachers in other programs] are told: This is a book, and if it‘s Monday, you 

are doing this. And if it‘s Tuesday, you are doing that, and at the end of the week, 

you are doing a unit test on that chapter. God, I‘ll die. I‘ll absolutely die. I don‘t 

teach like that. They‘d have to kill me if I have to do that.  

As a matter of fact, Nancy still has a curriculum guideline in which certain grammar 

structures had to be covered in her teaching, but other than that, Nancy and her fellow 

teachers have the freedom to choose what and how to teach. Hence, Nancy felt very lucky 
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that she could work in a program that afforded her such professional freedom, ―It‘s 

incredibly thrilling. My god! It‘s like, the sky is the limit. What I do in my classroom is 

entirely up to me!‖ At the same time, the freedom she is accorded helps to stoke her 

passion for being an ESL teacher and develop her  love for her job as expressed in the 

previous section. Because of her freedom as a professional, Nancy has had more chances 

to try a variety of methods to teach her students whenever she has had language teaching 

concerns. However, she described herself as being ―ambivalent and schizophrenic‖ about 

what she thought would work in the classroom. For example, Nancy learned foreign 

languages from doing exercises, so she had the students work on them, and then her 

students did feel that they had learned something that day from the exercises. Yet, on 

another occasion when they were doing exercises, the result turned out completely 

different so Nancy and her students felt the exercises were so tedious.  She began to 

wonder, ―How could they possibly be learning if they are as bored as I am! That‘s not the 

way to teach a foreign language. We need to do communicative activities!‖ Then, she 

tried the activities, and received a good outcome. But the next time around, the 

communicative activities showed that the students were not learning anything, so she just 

asked her students to go back to work on the grammar exercises again. These kinds of 

situations made it obvious that Nancy had no typical day filled with predictable 

experiences with her students. She engaged in ―flexible purposing‖ (Eisner, 2002) in that 

she changed what and how she was going to teach whenever a teaching or learning 

concern emerged.  
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Relationship between Nancy and Her Students 

Nancy shared that there is a ―nurturing relationship‖ between the teachers and 

students in the ESL program because they are preparing students for university, and they 

are with them almost every day. If anything going on in a student‘s life that is interfering 

with the student‘s work, the teacher has to deal with it by trying to help them through it 

(in certain cases, the teachers can choose to send their students to the program's student 

counselor when students need professional help and assessment). For this reason, Nancy 

felt that she was more than a teacher, and more like a big sister or mother to her students. 

Interestingly, Nancy did not think that there is a huge difference between the relationship 

with her high school students in Britain and adult students in the ESL program. Every 

teaching-learning situation, in Nancy‘s opinion, is identical and based on the relationship 

established between students and teachers as she described below:  

It‘s what is the teacher willing to do... How much distance do you want to keep? 

Where are your boundaries? Are you going to teach the class and not get 

involved? Either you are with me or against me; I don‘t really care. Or, are you 

going to get involved? And I don‘t think one is better than the other.  

Therefore, the relationship between students and teachers, to Nancy, is not directly 

influenced by students' identities, but teachers' decisions to select a role that they want to 

play. For instance, somebody can be a fantastic teacher and keep the students laughing, 

and so, students learn and everyone has a wonderful time in class. But the teacher and 

students do not necessarily have any personal relationship. On the other hand, in Nancy's 

class, because she was a kind of ―touchy-feely‖ person, she likes to get involved with 

students in class and listen to students; so her role sometimes is more like a family 

member giving advice that is not only limited to academic matters. However, Nancy said 

that her relationship with her high school students, when she just started teaching, was a 
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little different. As a young teacher whose age was close to her high school students, 

Nancy had more boundaries between her students and her because the students were 

teenagers and the British culture has a very specific positions for students and teachers 

unlike that in American culture where students and teachers seem more equal on the 

surface, and yet teachers still have power over students in reality. As time went by and 

Nancy's level of experience increased, she gradually became a different kind of teacher: 

―I am a lot older; I am a lot wiser; and I am more aware of the kind of problems my 

students have; I am more likely to watch for that.‖ Hence, Nancy is now a softer teacher 

to her students than she originally was.  

Active and Passive Students 

 Understanding the reasons behind students' behavior  

Being more aware of the problems that her students might have, Nancy began 

paying attention to students who tend to be more active or passive in class. Generally, she 

would ask the students' teachers who taught them the last term about what kind of 

experience they had with these students. She wanted to find out if what was happening in 

her class was what happened the previous term with other teachers. If being active or 

passive was only happening in her class, Nancy would then look to herself and into what 

was happening in the dynamics in the class to see if that was what caused the students‘ 

level of engagement. In addition, Nancy, to better understand her students, would like to 

listen to students who were willing to share what is going on with them. But there were 

also situations that students might be reluctant to discuss. There was one such student in 

the semester when I interviewed Nancy. What Nancy did was to talk to her former 

teachers, and, hence, she learned something about the student's personal background that 
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situated her behavior in context. And although Nancy still did not think that this student's 

behavior was appropriate, she at least understood better why this student might be 

responding like she was. 

After years of accumulated teaching experience, Nancy became more familiar 

with her students' different types of personalities. She realized that some people who are 

active or passive are never going to change. To some extent, the active and passive 

aspects come from cultural backgrounds. For instance, Nancy knew that many Asian 

learners tend to be quieter in class, but they might not act passively if she was talking to 

them in normal circumstances. Also, Nancy used to teach a student who was from Iran. It 

was hard for this student to stop talking whenever he wanted to express his opinions in 

class. She suggested that he count to five before he wanted to speak and to let the other 

students who were still thinking have a chance to voice their opinions. In addition, Nancy 

had encountered students who acted passively in class because they were clinically 

depressed, sick, tired, and/or experiencing a headache or hangover. Sometimes, the 

reason for students' passive behavior was merely because they did not like their teachers, 

or they simply did not want to be in school learning. Hence, in Nancy's opinion, teachers 

need not only recognize students who are active or passive, but also understand that there 

are numerous sources that could explain their behavior.  

 Grouping issues for active and passive students  

Since Nancy preferred to conduct her class using grouping techniques, she was 

also aware how to arrange active and passive students. In Nancy‘s experience, such an 

arrangement in an ESL classroom is not as simple as it seems to be in a regular 

classroom. She sometimes paired passive students together in a group to see whether they 
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could work things out better if there was somebody similar to them. And this often 

worked well with her Asian students because she found that they were more comfortable 

in being with somebody who was just like them. In Nancy‘s opinion, if the passive 

students are arranged with an outgoing person in one group, the outgoing person needs to 

be sensitive to the one who is passive. Otherwise, it is very likely that the outgoing 

student would always keep speaking, and so the other one would have no space available 

in which to talk. Moreover, grouping students with different personalities may actually 

influence not only passive students, but also active ones as Nancy mentioned:  

Pairing is very, very difficult. It‘s very difficult. It‘s not as simple as an active and 

passive together will make the passive active. It doesn‘t work like that. And 

sometimes, it makes the active person frustrated and then they get irritated.  

Nancy shared a brief story that there was once a female Asian student in another class of 

her program who tended to be a verbal person. However, this student refused to do a 

group activity in which she was supposed to do peer correction on essays with the other 

students. Instead, she screamed at Nancy and said that she could not see the point in 

doing the group work, and that it was a waste of her time. This made Nancy think hard 

about how to pair this kind of students.  She thought about whether or not she would pair 

this student with an active or a passive student.  In fact, this kind of student may not be 

satisfied with any arrangement. Hence, Nancy thought that it is difficult to cope with 

different kinds of students in group work situations.  

Nancy, according to her experience, discovered that pairing an active and a 

passive students sometimes works, but sometimes, it does not. And it is the same 

challenge to pair a passive student with another passive one. An active student and 

another active one generally works, but they sometimes can yell at each other and end up 

accomplishing very little. So, from Nancy's perspective, there is no precise guideline for 
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her to group active and passive students. It depends on the class, the personality, and the 

national origins of the students. Furthermore, conflict is also an important factor that 

Nancy would consider when pairing students. She explained that sometimes students 

might just want to be moved out of a group because of certain group dynamics, and then 

she would advise her students to deal with problems on their own. In the past, she has 

said to them, ―You've got to learn how to get along with the people you don't like. Work 

it out!‖ But when Nancy sensed that there was an irreconcilable conflict between the 

students, she would try to avoid putting them together in the same group. To conclude, 

Nancy thought that she experiences trials and errors when grouping her students. It is 

therefore important for language teachers to know their students well so as to make the 

group activities work smoothly to enhance student learning.  

The Best Ways to Learn a Language 

In Nancy's experience of learning foreign languages in high school, all she did 

was sit in the classroom, listen to the teacher, and barely use the languages. It turned out 

that she did not learn much in these situations because after she passed the language 

exams, she forgot everything. Nevertheless, the most successful language learning 

example was when Nancy taught English in France for a year where there were not many 

people who could speak English to her. There, she was forced to practice French 

throughout the year, and she is now still fluent in French even though she does not use it 

very often. Because of these past experiences, Nancy thought the best ways to learn a 

language is to become immersed in it. More importantly, since the same amount of 

language input does not necessarily lead to the same amount of language output, and the 

fact that it usually takes more input for learners to absorb in order to be able produce 
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output, learners hence need a considerable amount of language input. To Nancy, an 

environment where the target language is always naturally spoken provides the maximum 

amount of input and motivation for learners to achieve the best outcome of fluency.  

Although Nancy was teaching writing classes at the time when I interviewed her, 

she still tried to offer as many opportunities as possible for her students to speak English 

in class. When she was teaching grammar, she used the grammar exercises to involve 

students in discussion activities which created a lot of information gaps for them to 

verbalize. Also, Nancy was very aware of students who spoke the same native language. 

When grouping them in discussion activities, she would intentionally arrange students 

who did not speak the same language together, so they would have to use English to 

communicate. Moreover, in order to further develop her students' speaking skills, Nancy 

encouraged them to speak outside the class. For instance, she assigned group projects to 

engage her students in conversation with native speakers in interviews. She also planned 

a field trip on a weekly basis, such as visiting an art gallery, so the students could practice 

using English outside the classroom, and when they were returned to school, they could 

talk about what they saw in the gallery in the classroom.  

Learning Strategies 

Also, because Nancy was teaching writing classes when I interviewed her, she 

recommended that ―write as much as you can‖ is the first strategy that she would always 

tell her students to improve their writing skills. Also, Nancy compared writing skills to 

speaking skills in that if students only speak English in class and to non-native speakers, 

it is very likely that they will always only be able to use very narrow vocabulary. Hence, 

she thought that students should not only use what they are learning in the classroom in 
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the writing, but they can also use anything derived from their daily life activities, such as 

listening to the radio, watching TV, doing some on-line exercises, and having 

conversation with native speakers. Trying new things and idioms is another strategy that 

Nancy strongly encouraged her students to broaden writing contents and vocabulary. She 

explained, ―Don‘t play safe and use the same boring language over and over again. Take 

risks.‖ However, one problem that often disturbs her students is that they are afraid of 

making mistakes when they try to use something unfamiliar to them in their writing. So 

Nancy always reminded her students:  

If you are not making any mistakes, there is a problem because you are not 

challenging yourself. You have to go beyond what you are doing, and start 

making mistakes, and then working fixing the mistake. So making a mistake is 

not a problem; the problem is what do you do with those mistakes. 

For Nancy, it is more important to learn from the mistakes and try not to keep doing 

them, which is where the revision process should come in. Therefore, editing is another 

strategy that Nancy emphasized for improving writing skills in which she would make 

her students analyze their own sentences to identify their subjects, verbs, objects, and 

complements and etc. With regard to the frequency for students to revise their essays, 

Nancy could hardly share answers because she had her students edit their own essays 

once but sometimes twice. The reason for this different revision frequency is because 

Nancy, after each semester, would always look back at what she did last term, and she 

might think that it would be much better if she had done something different for her class 

in the next term; after the next term, she might think that the modification sort of worked, 

but maybe she could do a combination of what she had done in the previous two 

semesters. As a result of the ongoing modifications of her teaching, Nancy never taught 

the same way twice.  
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Nancy also pointed out that another common problem in her students' writing is 

meaning. That is, their sentences might look grammatical with a basic structure 

composed of subjects and objects, but the word and/or the tense which they chose to use 

in the sentence often made it hard to be understandable. And Nancy discovered that this 

kind of mistakes came from that her students, when working on a writing assignment, 

were often thinking in their native languages rather than in English, so their compositions 

often showed a mix of languages, such as Arablish, Chinglish, Russlish, and Spanglish. 

In fact, Nancy viewed these combinations of languages, also known as interlanguage, as a 

very natural and normal tendency that every language learner may encounter. She 

encouraged her students not to worry about the sentence structures in the beginning of 

writing, but to pay more attention on the flow of their writing. Therefore, for the 

strategies of the entire writing process, Nancy addressed that first and foremost, learners 

should write for fluency; that is to say, meaning is the top priority; next, they should 

focus on the content, and at the final step, they should go back to check grammar and 

analyze sentences where the revision process would begin.  

In addition to the learning strategies that Nancy recommended, there are also 

several strategies that she advised learners not to use. The first strategy that Nancy 

strongly suggested language learners not to use is translation. For example, do not rely 

merely on a bilingual dictionary or Google Translator. Nancy encouraged that learners, 

after they have looked up the meaning of a word in a dictionary, should write it in a 

sentence to better understand how the word is used in context rather than just abstractly 

studying a word list where there are only words in English and their translation beside 

them. Also, learners should practice using the word in their essays, which is a better way 

to enhance the memorization of vocabulary as well as to use the word correctly. The 
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second learning strategy that Nancy would not suggest is that learners find some great 

sentences and/or paragraphs on the Internet, so they copy them on the Internet, and then 

paste it into their essays as their own work, which is plagiarism. Moreover, having 

immersed herself in a French-only speaking environment for a large period of time, 

Nancy‘s personal experience of learning French reminded her that learners should avoid 

always hanging out with people who speak their languages, which means that they should 

keep away from their native language speakers as much as possible, so they could learn 

another language better and faster.  

TESL (Teaching English as a Second Language) and TEFL (Teaching English to 

Speakers of Other Languages)  

As Nancy had taught French and German to students who also spoke her native 

language and she is now teaching English to foreign students, she recalled that there is a 

huge difference between teaching the two different groups of learners. For the students 

who have homogeneous backgrounds and share the same native language with her, there 

is a tendency for her to use English to explain difficult grammar and vocabulary for them, 

and so it was easier to solve her students' puzzles. Conversely, when teaching English to 

her foreign students who spoke different native languages and came from different 

cultures, Nancy felt like she, as an English native speaker, carried enormous resources of 

English that she had to try her best to solve her foreign students' English language 

difficulties only in English. Due to the fact of the native language backgrounds, Nancy 

also used different methods to teach these two groups of students. That is, she would 

employ methods that are commonly used in a class where the instruction is through 

students' native language (e.g., the Grammar Translation Method). But to some extent, if 
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Nancy were teaching a grammar point, there still would be some similarities in the 

teaching approach between the two kinds of classes: She would present forms of 

grammar first, and then have her students drill and use the grammar to do information 

gap activities to practice conversation in target language. So in this sense, both of the 

ESL and EFL classes were engaged in grammar drill and communicative activities, but 

the way to carry these activities out in these two kind of classes is quite different in 

Nancy's experience.  

Although it seemed easier, in Nancy's opinion, to teach students who have the 

same language and cultural background with her, she emphasized that those foreign 

students with different backgrounds whom she taught in the United States had more 

advantages of learning opportunities inside and outside the classroom. In the classroom, 

her students who spoke different native languages had to negotiate meaning in English; 

out of the classroom, they still had to use English to deal with their everyday life. Being 

an ESL teacher, Nancy could also take advantages of the entire English environment to 

teach as she believed what her students really learned from is the incidental language 

inside and outside the classroom more than the grammar-based exercises or the lesson 

plan. For example, she liked to assign students projects, so the project topics would not 

be limited inside the classroom, but would involve them going out to interview native 

English speakers. By doing so, the ESL students would have more opportunities to 

practice English in real-world situations, which is where an EFL classroom usually falls 

short.  
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Students’ Difficulties in Language Learning 

From Nancy‘s experience of teaching ESL, the most difficult aspect of learning 

English for her students varied from person to person. However, she found out that the 

degree of difficulties which her students encountered was tightly related to their native 

language backgrounds. That is to say, the more different their native languages are from 

English, the more difficulties in learning English her students would have. In other 

words, if a student comes from a culture in which the language system uses alphabets and 

has the similar word order to English, then it would be easier for the student to learn 

English. To explain the differences, Nancy used Arabic students as an example. First of 

all, Arabic is a language read and written from right to left. This is the first obvious 

difference that Arabic students have to overcome when they learn English. Also, there are 

no vowels in Arabic, so Nancy's Arabic students often tended to spell English words with 

vowels at the wrong place. Furthermore, many Arabic learners have problems with 

subjects. In some languages, there could be two subjects in one sentence, such as My 

father he loves me very much (this sometimes appears in Chinese speaking, but not in 

writing).  However, such a repetition of subjects is not allowed in English. The other 

extreme example is Spanish speakers where subjects can be omitted in a Spanish 

sentence, so they tend to drop subjects in English as well. Therefore, anything that is 

different creates a kind of interference. In addition to explaining the learning difficulties 

from a grammatical standpoint, Nancy also explained differences in terms of cultures. For 

instance, whether a culture  encourages their learners to give their opinions or not may 

also facilitate or impede language learning. Although Nancy's Arabic students did not 

write well in English, many of them were very verbal and more willing to share their 

opinions. However, Nancy also had some Asian students who had good listening 
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comprehension skills and could write beautifully, and whose English grammar was 

almost perfect when they were given a multiple choice quiz on English grammar, but they 

just could not speak.  

Motivation is another crucial factor that influences students' learning. Nancy 

recalled that her British students' difficulties in learning French as an example of lack of 

motivation. These high school students found that the pronunciation in French was 

difficult since the French language has some sounds that the English language does not 

have. More importantly, because they could not understand why they had to learn French, 

and they, under peer pressure at a certain age, did not want to look like a nerd or a 

―teacher's pet,‖ would deliberately not pronounce the French words correctly. This 

situation also happened to some of Nancy's ESL students, particularly to her Asian 

students. Nancy summarized the common difficulties of her Asian students in learning 

English: 

How big is the difference from your language? So you have that, plus you have 

nervousness about the speaking, the lack of confidence, the feeling that I look 

stupid if I, you know, say it wrong; I have to be right. That kind of…that‘s kind of 

an Asian thing, isn‘t it? Don‘t open your mouth unless you know the right answer. 

And if you are forced to give the answer, then you are wrong, losing face because 

of what other people think. 

In brief, Nancy could not judge which part of English made it difficult for her students to 

learn because some of her students found it hard but some found it very easy to learn, but 

she believed that the difficulties for her English learners greatly depends on their native 

languages, their cultures, and their personalities.  
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Nancy's Difficulties in Teaching  

 Difficulties in terms of language teaching 

The most difficult aspect of teaching for Nancy relates to the variability of every 

class and the fact that the teaching method in no two classes is the same; that no one 

teaching methodology works for every class. To clarify her difficulties, Nancy further 

explained: 

You cannot walk into a class and think I will do exactly the same with this class 

that I did last term because what works for them may not work for this class. To 

some extent, as an experienced teacher, you are doing that, but you have to be 

able to modify it; you have to be able to vary what you are doing to that particular 

class. You have to, I think, have an idea about the different cultures you are 

teaching, and know some of the pit falls working with these people. Because you 

can have horrible cultural misunderstandings, just because of…even think like 

body languages. 

For the influence of cultural factor, Nancy gave an example of how she was 

misunderstood by a Thai student because of her body gesture. Nancy was once sitting 

with one of her legs on her knee in class, and her foot was facing the student.  But, then 

the student spoke with her in a somewhat disrespectful tone saying that Nancy's having 

her foot face this student was an impolite and unbelievably rude behavior in Thai culture. 

It is these kind of things that could make Nancy‘s classroom life very difficult. Because 

of the incidents like this example, Nancy started to think whether students  disrespect her 

because of her body language. Gradually, she figured out that it was necessary for her to 

understand her students, such as ―why did they do what they do‖ and ―why did they 

behave the way they do.‖ Therefore, the most difficult aspect of teaching in Nancy's 

teaching experience was not really the language itself, but the students possessing various 

cultural backgrounds and personalities, which directly influenced the relationship 

between her students and her. And such a relationship also directly influences the feeling 
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of connection between Nancy and her students to carry out the class assignments and 

work together toward a shared goal. From Nancy's perspective, it does not matter whether 

her students and her may or may not have the same difficulties in class. What matters, 

however, is whether they all have the same idea that they are trying to achieve. 

Nevertheless, establishing  solidarity in what they are trying to achieve remains the most 

challenging aspect of teaching for Nancy, and so she emphasizes that it is important to 

build  mutual understanding between students and teachers in order for them to have a 

sense of shared vision to achieve. 

Another difficulty in teaching languages for Nancy was teaching learners at the 

beginning proficiency level. Nancy used to teach English to kindergarten learners, but she 

found it difficult to teach them. This was partly because the children had a very short 

attention span and their comprehension ability was at the beginning level. Moreover, in 

order to catch their attention, teaching had to be through play and songs.  However, 

Nancy never thought that she was an all-dancing-all-singing teacher, but a more academic 

one. Therefore, she described that she did not know what she was doing, and ―stumbled 

through the year as best‖ she could as she was still a novice teacher teaching English to 

French children. However, it was the same for Nancy's ESL adult students at the 

beginning level except for their depth of intellect and world knowledge. It was still hard 

for them to concentrate continuously because of their lack of understanding of language. 

To teach beginning level learners, Nancy always had to prepare a number of different 

kinds of class activities and be able to switch one activity to another to meet the needs of 

students who had very beginning and moderate proficiency levels in listening, speaking, 

reading and writing skills. For this reason, it was more difficult and uncomfortable for 
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Nancy to teach learners who have a low language proficiency level than those who have 

an intermediate or higher language proficiency level.  

 Difficulties in terms of classroom discipline  

Nancy mentioned that her adult students usually did not misbehave in her class, 

and even if there are students acting like that, she most of the time could cope with them 

with ease as she said that disciplining adult learners is a ―breeze‖ in comparison  to  

teenagers in high school. Yet, there are still classroom disciplinary issues that bother her. 

It was often difficult for Nancy to start her class on time at 8:30AM because her students 

arrived in class at different times, which was very frustrating since she was never sure 

whether she should just begin the class. Although her students were adults which were 

supposed to be more responsible for themselves, Nancy sometimes still found it very hard 

to communicate with them. When these adult students behave like kids, such as being late 

for school on a regular basis, Nancy would have the ―knee-jerk reaction‖ to start to treat 

them as kids because she used to teach high school students, and it was very difficult to 

not to treat her adult students like that. She recalled that she even had to discipline herself 

to not to treat them like children. As she reflected: ―I can‘t treat them like that, and it‘s 

very hard sometimes. I bite my tongue and do not say anything. I want to yell at you 

[adult students] and say, 'Sit down and shut up!' I can‘t do that.‖ As a result, a lot more 

conflicts between her and her students were likely to break out. However, Nancy 

understood that adults do not like being treated as kids, so to solve her students' regular 

tardiness behavior, she decided to give them a quiz on irregular verbs in the beginning of 

class, which she originally planned to do during her class, and now serves as an incentive 

to have her students arrive in class on time. In fact, Nancy thought that it is sad that a 
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teacher has to force students in some way to be in class on time, but at the same time, she 

realized that it seems to be the way of the world, and she was glad that the quiz actually 

worked really well for her students to have more incentive to arrive at class on time.  

Nancy's Challenges in Teaching 

The greatest challenge for Nancy, when we were doing the interview, was herself. 

Since Nancy was a ―fly-by-the-seat-of-her-pants kind of teacher‖ who had a very loose 

weekly lesson plan, she tended to think of and assign after-school assignments to her 

students on the spot in class. Sometimes, there had already been a couple of homework 

assigned, but when Nancy suddenly had an exciting idea, she might think that it would be 

really good if she could have the students write something about that idea at home.  This, 

in turn,  would cause a heavy burden for her to do the grading, which made her unable to 

return the graded homework to the students on time. In fact, not only Nancy but also her 

students became overwhelmed with too much homework. To make this challenge more 

explicit, Nancy described what happened in her class in the following way. In the 

beginning of one of the semesters, most of Nancy's students had not received their new 

textbooks for some reason, so Nancy was not teaching from the books, but from her own 

materials. She assigned students projects and other interesting work, and it seemed that 

everything went along well until the new textbooks finally arrived. She explained, in her 

words:  

So, when I assigned them the homework from the book, they still had these 

project stuff going on at the same time. And they got overloaded, and I got 

overloaded, and it was like: Oh! My God! What are we doing! And one of my 

students, this little quiet Thai student, when I asked her if she had any concern, 

she said, ―Yes, you need to give us more time to do our homework because 

sometimes we‘ve got too much all of these at the same time.‖ I said, ―You are 

absolutely right! You are absolutely right! I am not gonna do that again.‖ That‘s 

the challenge.  
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Nancy admitted that the magic combination the students, the circumstances and her, from 

time to time, still triggered exciting ideas to assign extra homework, but she now controls 

herself and reminds herself that it would be great if the students could do that, but it 

would be much better if she just let the students finish the previously assigned work on 

her syllabus. 

In addition to homework, Nancy's challenge was sometimes reflected on her 

classroom instruction. She shared an example of her class situation in which she once had 

her students correct grammar exercises. Some students were really interested in asking 

her questions, and then Nancy also became involved in explanations about certain 

grammar points. As a result, Nancy ended up spending quite a while explaining things 

but unintentionally ignored the students who showed no interest in her explanations. 

They seemed to give her blank looks, although their eyes were open. Hence, Nancy 

emphasized that she is the challenge in the following passage:  

I think one of my challenges is not to get so enthusiastic myself in what I am 

doing, and not realize that they are not enjoying what I am doing. I am enjoying. 

This is fun. I like doing this. But they are not! 

Nancy believed that this kind of situations is not uncommon in language teaching. It 

happens when a teacher likes to learn English in a certain way, so she/he decides to teach 

that way without thought to individual student's needs; or, a teacher thinks that a topic is 

really interesting for her/him, so the students are also going to find it interesting to 

discuss. In Nancy's opinion, it is a danger for all teachers to assume that because they find 

something easy and interesting, their students will feel the same way. Since teachers 

cannot be certain about whether what they plan for students would always trigger 

students‘ motivation and make their learning take place as effectively as they expect.  So, 

for Nancy, teaching is never an easy task even after years of teaching experience.  
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Changes in Nancy's Teaching 

 Nancy's role: then and now 

Because of Nancy‘s education in Scotland, Nancy started out modeling her 

teachers: she stood in front of the class and delivered lectures. Also, because she began as 

a high school French teacher who often encountered teenage students who did not want to 

learn French, Nancy described in a humorous way about how she disciplined her 

students: ―Your control has to be like this iron control; you can‘t let them, you know, 

move an inch;‖ otherwise, it would be a chaos. Although the Communicative Language 

Teaching Approach had gradually become more common in Scotland, Nancy left her 

teaching career at that time, so she did not experience using groups and pair activities. 

However, over a couple of decades of teaching, Nancy's teaching has changed a lot. 

Nancy hence reflected that she was then much more of an authoritarian teacher than she 

is now.  

I do much more group work, and I do much more information gap kind of work, 

and I do much less of, you know, open your book page 25, and let‘s read the next 

10 pages together, I mean, there are still some of them in my teaching, but that 

would probably be minority of my teaching and which before it used to be more 

majority of my teaching.  

Nancy is now more comfortable letting her class activities guide her whereas before 

every lesson was very tightly controlled because she would be thinking that she had to 

rigidly follow her syllabus, and then she would be worried whether she had finished 

teaching a certain chapter before moving to the next lesson. Nancy therefore concluded 

that she has now become a much more relaxed teacher than she used to be.  
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 Stories of using dictionaries and learning Punjabi 

Nancy gradually realized that everyone has a different learning style, so she now 

recommends her students use anything that works for their own learning and they feel 

comfortable with. Among all the things that would appear in students' learning, 

dictionaries are commonly used by her students to facilitate their learning. However, in 

the past, Nancy was very dogmatic and opposed the use of a translation/bilingual 

dictionary as she thought that the direct translation of vocabulary in a bilingual dictionary 

does not always provide the correct meaning. For this reason, she used to allow students 

only to use a monolingual dictionary. But now, Nancy thinks that it was ridiculous to not 

let them use a bilingual dictionary because she also used one the whole time when she 

was a learner, and she found it very useful. What she says to her students now is that if 

they are going to use a bilingual dictionary, they have to use it properly like she did when 

she was a French learner. She explained below, in her words: 

So, I got my word in English and I wanted to find out what that is in French, so I 

go English-French, and then I go French-English. So I go to the French word, and 

then look at all of the choices, and then I looked at each one of those individually 

back into English to see what they mean because you know, you can get some 

really funny sentences if you just randomly choose any words.  

If students can use a bilingual dictionary in this way, Nancy believes that they will be 

able to learn a lot of vocabulary because they will be building language rather than just 

translating all the time. However, although Nancy now encourages students to use a 

bilingual dictionary correctly, she does not encourage them to bring an electronic 

bilingual dictionary into class for a faster but not always correct translation of 

vocabulary. Meanwhile, Nancy understands that her students would still have it under the 

desk due to the fact that they are ―not tolerant of ambiguity‖ as she described, ―They are 
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driven crazy if they don‘t know, and they are not comfortable if they don‘t know.‖ Nancy 

even used to take the bilingual dictionary out of students' hands, but she now has a 

different opinion, as she outlines below:  

And now I think: Leave them alone! Leave them alone! If they are ready to hear 

it, they will hear what I am saying, and if I say to them to them, ―please put away 

your translation dictionary; use them at home; don‘t use them in the class.‖ And 

I‘ll talk about why. But if somebody still does it, I am not going to jump on them 

because I know, for some reason, they feel like they have to do this.  

As Nancy's teaching experience has increased, she often reflects on what she had 

experienced as a learner, and tries to put herself in her students' shoes. While describing 

the story of her attitude toward the use of a translation dictionary, Nancy included her 

experience of learning Punjabi, an Indian language from the northwest part of India. She 

went to a temple to learn Punjabi with a class of teenagers. The class was grouped into 

several teams and Nancy felt that she was just like a 15-year-old student anxious about 

whether she would be chosen. Her story unfurled this way:  

All of my insecurity as a teenager came right back with me, and I hated it. I didn‘t 

like games; I did not like teams; I did not like group work because I felt stupid. 

And I thought, you know, but this is what I do when I teach! I expect them to do it 

and I don‘t like it myself! You know, learning language like that for me is 

incredibly stressful. 

From this experience as a language learner, Nancy realized that she was more 

comfortable with a lecture type of class where she would listen to the teacher and absorb 

rather than being forced into a situation where she had to talk. She would talk only when 

she felt comfortable. This learning experience made her ponder if she had had also 

imposed any kind of teaching method on her students that would not make them feel 

comfortable. Because of understanding the importance of sense of security during 

students' learning with the bilingual dictionaries from her personal experience, Nancy 

now would rather create a good atmosphere in the classroom and have her rules fulfilled, 
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as opposed to being so dogmatic about preventing them from using a bilingual dictionary 

in class as she used to have the idea that this was how students should learn. In Nancy's 

opinion, if teachers always think that there is definitely one way that will certainly makes 

students learn, and some others ways that do not seem better than that will not derive a 

good learning outcome, then there would just exist only one teaching methodology. 

Hence, language teachers need to raise their awareness that one size does not fit all; 

teaching methodology is just like a variety of diets, and ―one diet doesn't fit every 

person‖ because ―everyone has their own way of learning.‖ From these examples, Nancy 

once again emphasized that it is highly important that both teachers and students to feel 

comfortable with the method employed in the classroom, and this is also one of the 

greatest changes that she has experienced throughout her teaching career.  

 Changes in Nancy's New Class 

When Nancy did the last interview with me, she had already finished her previous 

two writing classes and just started her new ones, and there were something that she 

planned to change in the new classes. The first thing that Nancy would like to alter was 

the management of her students' absence and tardiness for class. If students are absent or 

late for class, she would give them a piece of paper, and ask them to write down the 

explanations of their reasons and what their plans are for the rest of the semester. If these 

things happen very often to her students, Nancy would put them on probation. Also, 

Nancy used to believe in a theory that whether students are assigned homework or not, 

the results would be pretty much the same, but now she sees homework as an important 

part of class activities as she had found that there is a difference between students who do 

it and those who do not.  She more fully understands that, without homework, it will be 
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difficult for teachers to determine if students have been making any progresses. For this 

reason, Nancy is also planning to use the same strict rule to cope with students who do 

not turn in their homework. Further to this, for students who do not come to class 

regularly, which happened last semester, Nancy would also be more strict this time 

around because all students enrolling the courses in this ESL program are required to 

attend classes for a certain number of hours. So, if her students violate this policy, which 

is supposed to qualify them to stay in the U.S. and do whatever they like, Nancy would 

no doubt ask them to leave her class. The reason why Nancy insisted on carrying out this 

policy for the new classes is because those students who were regularly absent or tardy 

for class and homework did have a negative influence on her previous classes as she 

mentioned that this situation ―really drags the class down,‖ and is ―like a big heavy 

weight on the class.‖ Therefore, she would not just give these students an oral warning 

anymore as in last semester.  

The second thing that Nancy had changed this semester was creating a blog for 

students to practice writing skills. She assigned students topics such as self introduction 

and reflections on art gallery visits, and also listed the deadlines as well as the grading 

policy beforehand on the blog. In addition to posting their essays, students were 

encouraged to comment on each others' posts for extra points. In Nancy's view, the blog 

would not only improve their fluency, but also develop collegiality among students in the 

two classes (this blog was designed for Nancy's two classes). Moreover, because students 

could see and comment on each others' posts, there was also some sort of communication 

among them outside the class as Nancy thought that this blog ―develops something that 

isn't there if you don't do it.‖ However, Nancy understood what she was asking them to 

do at the blog might not be easy for some of her students, so for the new classes, she 
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decided to be more demanding in terms of assignment quality and less demanding in 

terms of deadlines. In fact, Nancy chose not to continue to use the blog for her later 

classes as it was very normal for her to try out things differently each semester. The 

reason for not using the blog anymore was because Nancy realized that it was hard for 

her to develop the website and, at the same time, spend extra time grading students' work. 

Also, after several writing practice at the blog, the flow of the meanings that Nancy's 

students expressed in writing had significantly improved, but the chances that they made 

grammatical errors did not decrease. According to my  review of the blog, her students' 

writing reflected Nancy's comments. Most of her students writing was understandable, 

but the students tended to make more mistakes that are easily ignored by non-native 

English speakers. For example,  a noun should be presented in its plural or singular form 

(e.g., I know I can write idiomatic English *essay, but I don't have good *attitude toward 

English essay and I am not careful enough when I write *essay). Hence, Nancy doubted 

that the blog improved their accuracy in English writing although it made a difference to 

their fluency.  

Teaching Methodology Issues 

Nancy's Early Experience with Teaching Methodologies  

Nancy recognizes that her teaching has been greatly influenced by the experience 

of how she was taught foreign languages. During her school years, she had classes using 

the Grammar Translation, Audio-Lingual (sound of speaking), and Audio-Visual 

(pictures in the speaking) Methods. When Nancy began teaching French and German in 

the 1970s, she employed the Audio-Visual Method mostly as it was the common teaching 

method around that time. Later on, she also used notional and functional curricula. In the 
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1980s, the Communicative Language Teaching Approach (CLT) had been developed in 

teaching English as a Foreign Language, and so had been the instruction of other foreign 

languages. Because of the trend of the application of the CLT, Nancy was requested to 

teach with this brand-new method which is completely different from how she used to 

teach as the CLT, unlike other previously mentioned methods, does not focus on 

analyzing language grammar or breaking language competence into little bits, but aims to 

have students learn to communicate in particular situations. Therefore, Nancy was told to 

speak French and German all the time during her instruction, and she had no problem to 

apply it in her French class since she had more experience with French. But she did not 

feel comfortable at all in her German class because she never had to speak German when 

she took and taught German classes in the past. At that time, she thought, ―I don‘t think I 

can, you know. Not that I didn‘t have the depth of the knowledge; I didn‘t have the 

practice; I didn‘t have the fluency, and I think that happens to a lot of teachers.‖ Nancy 

believed that the lack of perfect fluency in foreign languages and the past common 

practice of teaching foreign languages with native languages shared by students and 

teachers are the major cause that makes CLT hard to enact even though she found it 

exciting that students may have more opportunities to communicate with teachers and 

peers in foreign languages in a CLT class.  

Nancy's Journey of Learning Teaching Methodologies 

About two decades ago, Nancy enrolled in a teaching methodology course when 

she was trained to be a high school teacher, but because the information was outdated, the 

course did not help her for her later teaching in ESL. Also, since Nancy was pursuing a 

Ph.D. degree in applied linguistics, she had never taken a formal course focusing on 
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language teaching methodologies in her doctoral program. Yet, Nancy somehow knew 

many different methodologies when I interviewed her. She recalled that instead of taking 

the formal methodology course, she had a variety of ways to learn different aspects of 

language teaching. When she was doing her doctoral dissertation, she did a lot of reading 

for the literature reviews.  Even now,  she still keeps up with the literature. Attending 

conferences and information shared among her friends and colleagues formed another 

ways for Nancy to absorb up-to-date knowledge of teaching methodologies. Hence, 

Nancy thought that her approach to language teaching was very eclectic:  

You know, I take a little bit from here and take a little bit from there; take a little 

bit from there, and take a little bit from here, and stick all together. That‘s my 

teaching methodology. 

Although Nancy would find the best elements from various methodologies, she 

emphasized that she looked for the best elements for her rather than those in the views of 

experts who develop the methodologies because they may not have the experience of 

examining them in the classroom, and even they actually do, they may try them out with 

only one group of target learners. So, it is important for teachers to ponder the reasons 

why a method worked: ―Did it work because the teacher was invested in it? Because the 

teacher was the researcher? Did the teacher researcher really believed in that 

methodology?‖ Nancy therefore believed that there are many reasons to make a method 

successful, and teachers should be cautious not to follow experts blindly without a 

complete understanding of the methods.  

Nancy shared a story about how a teaching method that was claimed to be 

enormously successful in another teacher's class worked differently in her class. She once 

learned a method called ―accelerated learning‖ from her colleague, and she was 

fascinated by its idea of incorporating music into class: The music are divided into two 
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kinds, which are active and passive music where a teacher uses one kind of music when 

students are listening passively, and the teacher plays a different kind of music when they 

are producing. The theory behind the method is that the active and passive music can 

affect brain waves to help students learn. Without hesitation, Nancy decided to use this 

method in her class although she did not have the money and time to invest in learning 

the entire accelerated learning course. Consequently, the outcome of the incorporation of 

music did not turn out well as Nancy retrospectively should have expected:  

So I learned a little bit about this from [my colleague.] I thought this was really 

cool. I thought I could play some music in the classroom. Of course, I didn‘t 

know what I was doing and I didn‘t know when I should play what kind of music 

and so on. And at the end of the term, I asked the class, ―What did you think of 

the music in the classroom?‖ The students said, ―I hated it! I hated it!‖ really kind 

of strongly. 

Such a strong response from her students made Nancy realize that any method would 

work effectively only when it is ―used by the right people in the right circumstances.‖ 

Moreover, she also realized that first, it would be much better for teachers to have a 

thorough understanding of a method beforehand and know what they are doing with it; 

second, teachers have to explain to their students why they are doing with this method, 

and students have to be invested in it, too. So in Nancy's case, she thought that she should 

have let her students know the reason why she was playing the music in class, which was 

not because of her personal preference of the music but for her students to be able to 

concentrate under the influence of music to the brain waves. However, since her student 

disliked the music and did not have a clue at all of what they were doing, the students 

could not really concentrate, and hence the music eventually did not do anything to 

advance their learning ability.  
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Nancy's Preference for Teaching Methods/Techniques 

Among the various teaching methods and techniques, Nancy preferred having 

students work in groups. In Nancy‘s opinion, the grouping method usually brings about 

information gaps (See Appendix E for an example information activity in Nancy's class) 

that can create communication between students, and even the conversation which occurs 

when they are correcting a grammar exercise together also counts as an opportunity to 

practice speaking. In addition to creating conversation in class, Nancy liked blending the 

grouping element into homework assignments given to students. For example, during the 

period when we were doing the interviews, Nancy had assigned her students two group 

projects which had proved to be very successful. The first project involved students going 

out and interviewing people on campus, and then organizing their information and 

writing about it together. The second project had to do with them searching for something 

relevant to what they were reading in the textbook from the Internet. Through the group 

projects, students do not only have a common goal to work toward, but also they have 

more opportunities to talk with English native speakers which they often do not have, 

despite living in the U.S. Furthermore, one of the advantages of the group projects is that 

they can involve both group and individual work. As Nancy stated, ―I like getting them 

out of the classroom to use the language and to talk to each other in class, and put 

something together that the group produces, but also to do something individually from 

it.‖ Meanwhile, Nancy also ruefully pointed out the downside of group projects: ―The 

laziest students don‘t get any less lazy.‖ Such students may find excuses for not making 

efforts working on a group project when he/she can depend on other group members to 

finish the work. Even Nancy was not sure what kind of teaching method could improve 

this situation when engaging them in group projects.  
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Effective Teaching Methods  

From Nancy's experience, there is no particular teaching method that always 

works for a particular class as she did not think that any teacher would say that ―there is 

any methodology that works 100% of the time no matter who the teacher is, no matter 

who the students are.‖ Basically, the choices of her teaching methods depended 

somewhat on the lesson that she was teaching as well as the students and her personal 

inclinations, as she explained in previous sections. Most importantly, she tended to select 

a teaching method that would meet her students' needs. For example, when she found that 

her class needed to lighten up a little bit, she would have her students listen to music and 

do a fill-in-the blank listening comprehension activity. Another example is when her 

students were struggling with some problems, such as summarizing and paraphrasing, 

which was not a major part of her curriculum according to her lesson plan, Nancy would 

spend more time and try to find a different activity focusing on the problems in class; and 

then, she would ask her students to go to gather certain information on the Internet after 

class and bring it back to class to practice summarizing and paraphrasing. 

However, since there had not been any particular teaching method that would 

work best for Nancy's class, she reflected what really made her student learning take 

place depended on many variables in the classroom, including teacher and student 

personalities shaped by cultural norms, more than a method or activity itself. Therefore, 

in Nancy's opinion, it is far more important how a teacher makes use of an activity in 

class to harness students' interests. She further explained in detail, 

To say it‘s a teaching methodology, I don‘t think it is. I think there are some 

teachers who can make the most boring lesson fascinating. And there are people 

who can take the fascinating materials and bore you to death. And it‘s not the 

materials, and it‘s not the methodology; it‘s the magic combination of the 
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students‘ involvement and motivation, and awakeness, and the teacher‘s mood 

and the material. And all of that mix together, and ―Bang!‖ (clapping her 

hands)...The answer is no… no one thing. 

To make student learning take place effectively does not solely depend on the teaching 

methodology, teachers, or materials, but on the combination of teachers and students and 

what they bring to class and the mood they are in. This made me recall the situation when 

I observed Nancy's teaching: She always looked so energetic, was in good spirits, and 

tried to keep the classroom atmosphere positive and uplifting to motivate students' 

learning regardless the method(s) that she chose to use. Also, Nancy reflected on why a 

lesson works well or not in a class to emphasize her ―magic combination:‖  

Sometimes you have a lesson; it‘s fantastic, and everybody comes out, and ―Oh! 

That was really great!‖ And you look back, and you think: What happened today? 

And it was a confluence of all these different little things that just work, and you 

might try to repeat it with the next class and then falls completely ineffective. 

As a matter of fact, Nancy still agreed that some teaching methods and activities are more 

effective than others. When sitting and going through a grammar book and fill-in-the-

blanks are not exciting anymore and hence students learning motivations are lowered, 

doing songs for listening comprehension might be a good alternative at this moment. 

However, always doing the listening comprehension activity is also not going to work for 

every student as some students really love this kind of activity, but some do not. No 

matter how exciting an activity is, if a student does not like it, it is likely that he/she will 

not be learning it very much. Teachers have to recognize that each student has their 

individual needs, and that different methods and activities are going to work better or 

worse for different learners. Nancy therefore pointed out that language teachers have to 

―vary what they do from day to day and try to keep an eye on the responses of the 

students, and see if something is killing them,‖ and always be flexible to adjust the 

teaching methods and activities. Her philosophy of the adjustment of instruction was also 
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reflected in one of her classes which I observed. Nancy, according to what she had 

originally planned, had each student work individually on a fill-in-the-blanks exercise, 

and then asked them to work in groups after they completed it. After a while, one student 

reported that each of her group members had different answers, so Nancy realized that 

most of her students had a hard time understanding how to find the clues on the exercise; 

and then instead of working in groups, she promptly decided to have the whole class 

work together and demonstrated how to look for clues. It was obvious that Nancy was 

quite experienced with such a sudden adjustment of her pre-planned lesson, so she could 

face this situation with ease in any class.  

Definitions of Good Teaching 

Since no single teaching method can always be guaranteed successful, Nancy did 

not think that there is one answer to good teaching. For Nancy, good or bad teaching is an 

intangible thing because she knew when she felt like that she had a good or bad class. 

Nancy felt that she was successful in teaching when her students were involved in class 

and when there were give and take between her students and her. Good teaching from 

Nancy's perspective is as follows:  

There is the energy in the class you can feel it when it‘s working. But you know, 

sometimes, it could be I give them something to write and they are just writing. 

But I can see they are really writing and they are involved in what they are doing, 

so I guess it‘s more to do with how involved the students are with whatever is 

what I am asking them to do.  

Therefore, getting students involved is an important sign of good teaching. Nancy further 

stressed that, to have students involved in class, teachers must be in their comfort levels 

and students have to have intrinsic motivation showing that they want to work before 

they enter the classroom. Hence, good teaching depends on the magic combination of the 



144 

 

 

 

class and the teacher as she mentioned previously. Nancy gave an example of a students 

who did not trust her answer to a grammar question through his body language and 

attitude no matter what and how she explained to him; so, it did not mean that she did not 

try her best to teach this student, but his attitude toward her showed that he undermined 

her authority and disagreed for the sake of disagreeing. This example indicates what the 

teacher and students bring to the class indeed influences the effectiveness of teaching. So, 

what is really a good teaching? Nancy thought that many experts and teachers would give 

different answers, but to her, it is very difficult to define a good teaching, and she 

believed that if both teachers and students are not comfortable of doing something, then 

there is no teaching or learning.  

Nancy's Preference for the Contemporary Teaching Methodologies 

Among the various methodologies, Nancy particularly favored those that place 

emphasis on communicative activities and/or activate students' desire to communicate. 

She thought that the main purpose of language is for communication, and being able to 

use the language is very important to acquire fluency as what she always stressed for 

language learning according to her own experience: ―If you don't use it [the language], 

you'll lose it....you'll never get fluency in it!‖ Nancy's tendency to use the communicative 

approaches in teaching could also be reflected on her response to her students' errors. 

That is, she usually did not immediately correct her students' mistakes in fluency-based 

activities as the communicative approaches generally view learners' errors ―as a natural 

outcome of the development of communication skills‖ (Larsen-Freeman, 2000, p.132). 

Furthermore, Nancy's preference for the communicative approaches does not mean that 

she underestimated other methods. In fact, she believed that each method has a different 
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instructional goal, so the choice of a method depends on what a teacher plans to do with 

the language. If the goal is to have students be able to read, then methods other than those 

that promote communication should be considered if they focus on promoting reading 

skills. 

However, Nancy admitted that certain methodologies did not appeal to her. The 

first kind of methodologies that she would not use were those incorporating drama or 

body gestures, such as the Total Physical Response since they could make her feel 

uncomfortable after she had been employing the more academic methods to teach 

languages for decades, and from a language learner's view, Nancy doubted that she would 

like to learn this way. For these reasons, she would be nervous about how her students 

would react to these methods if she still chose to use them in class while feeling 

uncomfortable herself. The Silent Way is another method that Nancy did not feel 

comfortable with due to its teaching procedure in which teachers should keep silent as 

much as possible in classroom. Nancy wondered whether her students would feel 

comfortable producing language independently without  her verbal instruction. The other 

kinds of methodologies that Nancy would not use are those that she did not understand 

well, such as Suggestopedia and Nerolinguistics Programming. She did not think that 

teachers should practice a method that they are not familiar with in class by only reading 

a book about it because they also need to understand the theory behind it and ―buy into 

it.‖ As she pointed out, whether a method can be used successfully in class largely 

depends on how much the teachers believe in what they are doing. For Nancy, it usually 

took time for her to get to know a new methodology, accept the methodology and then 

put it into practice as she compared a new methodology to fashion:  
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If everybody is wearing straight like jeans, and now the new fashion is belt 

buttons, I am not going go out and buy belt buttons and wear them individually. It 

will probably take me about a year to get round to the idea I would be okay in belt 

buttons, and then I will buy them. And I will wear them way past the time that 

everybody else just stopped wearing them because it takes me a long time to 

switch to the next design because I have to get to that point when I feel like I will 

look okay in them whatever. It‘s the same thing with methodology.  

Thus, prior to truly carrying out a new method in her classroom, Nancy would first need 

to be exposed to the new ideas of the method and understand it thoroughly, so she could 

make sure that she would feel like that she could use it comfortably in her classroom, and 

she could then encourage her learners to be enthusiastic about it to achieve a better 

teaching and learning outcome of the methodology. 

Myths of Teachers' Attitudes toward Teaching Methodologies  

From Nancy's perspective, every teacher needs to have a lot of different ways 

available to them to teach because of the variations among students, so they should be 

exposed to as many teaching methodologies as possible. However, the first myth is that 

teachers may assume that it is not necessary for them to update their knowledge of 

methodologies because they have been using certain methods that already meet their 

students' learning needs. For Nancy, even teachers may not be planning to use another 

method in class, it is still important to continue to learn different methodologies as she 

mentioned that teachers need to ―find out what's out there; how do you know what's 

going to work you?.....if you don't expose yourself to those possibilities, it could be 

something really amazing out there that you could be using it in classroom right now, but 

you haven't bothered to find out.‖ Hence, teachers should never stop absorbing 

knowledge in any aspects of teaching to improve their teaching.  
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The second myth that Nancy's pointed out is that anything good or bad that a 

professional trainer or researcher claims for a language methodology is always right. In 

her opinion, it is wrong for trainers or researchers to say that a method is the one that is 

good for all teachers to use, and another one is bad so they should avoid using that. For 

example, many language educators may say that the Grammar Translation Method has a 

lot of disadvantages, and among which, known by most people, learners using their 

native languages as a hook to learn another language is a safety net.  However, it is very 

likely that they could not develop the speaking skills well, and also learners tend to 

transfer the language errors from their native languages when doing translation. 

Nevertheless, Nancy does not think that this is enough to convince her that the Grammar 

Translation Method should not be a choice for her teaching. She explained further, in her 

words:  

Tell me why it‘s bad, and what it is about this methodology that‘s better than that; 

give me something really strong, concrete, proof, but that is better; show me how 

it works better; don‘t just tell me it‘s better; they need more comprehensive input 

in the classroom; therefore, they shouldn‘t translate. Why shouldn‘t they translate; 

that‘s how I learned; and I became very fluent in French, and I learned through 

Grammar Translation. So tell me why it‘s wrong. 

Nancy also gave an instance of using the Grammar Translation Method: If students' goal 

is to become a translator, translating will be a good skill to practice, and then this method 

will be a good choice. Therefore, the positive and negative aspects that a methodology 

has also depend on the context.  

Nancy admitted that she used to be very idealistic about everything that 

researchers have said, especially when they proposed that a methodology was better than 

the others. However, Nancy gradually realized that many of their theories were not 

always what she was seeing in the classroom and in the learners, and even was not in 
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synch with her personal learning experience. Nancy stated how she would now look at a 

researcher' study in the following way:  

To be honest, I do not pretty much ignore everything that the researcher is saying, 

and I look at what is working for me, and if it‘s not working for me, I don‘t do it 

again. And if it‘s working for me, I try to build on that.  

So she found what was working most effectively for her is the Task-Based approach 

where there are some sort of projects that pull everything together, but meanwhile, she 

would incorporate grammar exercises in her class and encourage learners to memorize 

vocabulary because it is also important for students to build blocks of language.  

Another myth that Nancy highlighted is that new teaching methodologies are 

better than the old ones. Over forty years of language teaching, Nancy has noticed that 

there is a tendency in language education to come up with a new theory and throw the 

other one away completely, and this situation was described by Nancy as ―throwing the 

baby out with the bath water.‖ Moreover, Nancy mentioned that the longer she is as a 

teacher, most things she sees changing. However, many younger teacher may come up 

with very definitive ideas about what they do now has been much better than what the 

older teachers did in the past, but they may have never been taught that way or never 

have experience of teaching that way, and so they do not know an old methodology may 

actually work well even now. Take the Communicative Language Teaching Approach as 

an example. Since the rising of this approach, Nancy expressed her concern that grammar 

exercises are often ignored, and she had the feeling, from the advocates of this approach, 

that students have to actively talk all the time in the classroom, and they should not be 

doing exercises in a grammar book in the classroom. Yet, Nancy sometimes still did 

some grammar exercises in her class and it worked well, particularly with learners who 

come from a culture where that was how they learned English. They felt comfortable to 
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sit and do an exercise in a grammar book. From Nancy's view, what the old 

methodologies do in the past still have their value, and there are still some parts of them 

that teachers can use in the classroom nowadays.  

Nancy indicated that every single teaching methodology has its own advantages 

and disadvantages; some of them may be better and more effective than others because 

they may have a higher success rate and reach more people, some may be tapping into the 

way how human minds work, or some are easier to carry out. Hence, Nancy stressed, 

―Don't throw everything away‖ as she believed that with the right teacher and with the 

right students, any methodology can produce a positive learning outcome no matter how 

long ago it was developed. As a matter of fact, Nancy discovered that there has been a 

swing back to the old methodologies, particularly the grammar instruction, which some 

researchers (e.g., Fotos and Ellis (1991); Shen (1992); Yip (1994); Mohamed (2004); 

Sugiharto (2006)) have begun to support the idea from ―no grammar, only 

communicative‖ to ―consciousness raising‖ because several studies revealed that the use 

of consciousness raising significantly promoted learners' understanding of the structure of 

the target language.  

In sum, Nancy suggested that teachers should be cautious with the myths. No 

matter what research has reported or what age of a methodology is, teachers should put a 

high priority on understanding the context, the role of teacher, the role of students, 

instruction goals and so on of their own and the methodology to make sure this is the 

right one that meets their and learners' needs if they consider employing another 

methodology.  
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Nancy's Goals in Teaching 

―I want to keep growing as a teacher. I don't want to stay stagnant‖ 

Nancy described herself as a teacher who did not like to remain doing the same 

thing all the time, but keep doing different things and trying different teaching 

methodologies. There are three things which she aims to do in the near future.  

Nancy had been teaching students with different English proficiency levels, and 

among these levels, she found that she was more comfortable teaching intermediate and 

advanced levels students, but somewhat uncomfortable with students who are at the 

beginning level and have some sort of basic knowledge of English. Although Nancy 

already knew how it feels  to teach English to beginners, she still wanted to keep 

challenging herself, so she hoped that she could teach really basic level students who  

have no prior English learning experience. The next thing that Nancy planned to do was 

to learn more about accelerated learning. Even though she had tried this method with her 

class before and produced a result, she still wanted to learn the accelerated learning all 

over again from as role of a Spanish language learner herself to see what it feels like as a 

student and gain a sense of how it works. Then, she would consider incorporating some 

of the ideas from the accelerated learning into her teaching with this improved 

understanding of it. Yet, being comfortable is still Nancy's priority in choosing 

methodologies as she believed that her students would not benefit from her teaching if 

she pushes too far out of her/their ―comfort zone‖ when trying something new.  

The third thing that Nancy plans to do is to present papers not only at local 

conferences but also national and international ones. Although Nancy had numerous 

resources in the ESL program, including research subjects, and conferences participation 
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stipends to conduct research, she had not done any presentations at national or 

international conferences such as those organized annually by the association of Teaching 

English to Speakers of Other Languages for a decade. The reason why that she could not 

make it to present in the conferences in the past was mainly because of the time factor. 

Being a writing class teacher, she has to spend extra time grading students' essays in 

addition to the amount of time in the classroom. Nancy already had an idea of what she 

was going to study for her research. She hopes to discover ways to evaluate group work 

by letting her students evaluate themselves and the group performances with a rubric that 

Nancy designed for them. Students also would have to answer questions such as their 

roles in the group, frequencies of their participations in the group meetings, the situation 

in the meetings, their willingness to work in the same group again and so on. As a matter 

of fact, Nancy had done this research with a pilot group of students, and what she found 

was that the ones who were active in the group had the same answers and the ones who 

were more passive had different answers. Nancy thought that it was interesting research 

to compare the students' responses, and therefore, she hoped that she could do it again 

with her current students to see what results would be derived.  She would then present 

her findings at a national or international conference.  

Nancy's Suggestions for Novice Teachers 

―Don't blame yourself‖ 

It took Nancy 20 years to learn that if teachers have been working as hard as they 

can with conscience, they should not blame themselves if their students do not seem to be 

learning. The problem that causes ineffective learning outcomes, in Nancy's opinion, is 

actually very complicated and not always in teachers' control.  She so insisted that it 
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cannot  simply be explained by something that goes wrong in teachers' instruction. 

Especially in ESL, there are so many different expectations for teachers from students; 

hence, teachers needs to be realistic and understand that they cannot meet everybody's 

expectation. In fact, the situation of blaming herself used to bother Nancy. For instance, 

Nancy was once very worried that she had not taught her students anything that they were 

supposed to learn when it was near midterm. However one day she had an awakening. 

Her colleague reminded her that she should just ―let them learn‖ as most of her students 

already had some knowledge of English. Hence, Nancy gradually realized that  

Teaching is not about taking something given from the outside and giving it to 

them. It‘s about releasing something that is inside of them. I believe that it‘s 

already there. Most of them already know this language. They studied 25 

grammar books. That stuff is IN THERE!  

So to some extent, Nancy was not merely teaching language to her students, but was also 

releasing what they already have learned in the past.  

―Be prepared‖ 

Nancy thought that it is very important to always prepare before going to class so 

that teachers  have a better idea of what they are going to do in class. However, Nancy 

did not consider herself as a positive example for novice teachers because she usually had 

just a rough idea of what she planned to do in class and still could manage most 

unexpected changes in class due to her long-term teaching experience. Meanwhile, being 

prepared for Nancy is not just for planning a lesson beforehand, but is also for teachers to 

be able to adjust instruction when facing unpredictable class situations. Nancy hence 

suggested that novice teachers, when their classes do not seem to be working, do not be 

afraid of going off their original plans to do something different if they are well prepared 

for any possible changes. Also, even if teachers are not able to finish everything that they 
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have planned for their class, they can still cover that part in following classes as Nancy 

compared English learning and teaching to ―building blocks‖ or ―an onion‖ where there is 

this little bit in the middle and teachers keep building some more and more in students' 

minds every time they meet in class, and so teachers do not need to worry about not 

getting through their syllabus for one class.  

―Don't give them too much‖  

As an experienced writing class teacher, Nancy found that she used to overload 

herself with students' writing, so she advised teachers not to give students too much 

homework that would burden both their students and themselves. Teachers need to be 

kind to themselves, nurture themselves, and look after themselves because if they are 

feeling stressed out, it is very likely that teaching and learning will not be able to take 

place effectively. 

―Take a little bit from everywhere‖ 

Nancy emphasized this specifically for novice teachers who may have just 

finished a teachers' training program. She suggested that novice teachers, instead of only 

following what their professors have taught them or encouraged them to use in 

instruction, need to keep in mind that they should also collect information of teaching 

from any kind of resources to find out what really works for their own classes. For 

example, when a communicative approach has to be used in class, then it does not mean 

that teachers cannot use a grammar book to let students work on grammar exercises. 

Therefore, teachers have to find their own ways in teaching and find what their comfort 

zone is. As for non-native English teachers, from Nancy's perspective, it is unreasonable 

to expect them to teach exactly like American teachers, and at the same time, she 
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suggested that they should not throw everything that they have learned before away 

because there could be something that used to work for their own learning. And what 

they should do is to start from where they are as non-native English teachers, and take 

aspects of the ways how they learned English, and then try to modify their teaching that 

fits more with a certain method that they plan to use in class.  

―Ask for help‖ 

No matter how experienced a teacher is, Nancy encouraged that teachers should 

request for assistance without hesitation when they encounter any kind of difficulties. If 

non-native English teachers do not have an answer to an English grammar question, they 

can seek for help from native English teachers, and Nancy believed that most of the 

native teachers are willing to offer their help. If novice teachers have disciplinary 

problems with students, they do not need to put up with it and should ask for help 

immediately.  

Program Support 

In Nancy's opinion, she was extremely satisfied with all the support that the ESL 

program has provided to the teachers as this could be reflected by her previous comments 

on how wonderful her program is and how much freedom the teachers have in the 

program. According to Nancy, professional learning is what the program always does. 

The teachers there are encouraged to present their research to their colleagues, and 

sometimes, the program invites professionals from outside to cultivate their knowledge. 

In addition, the program would also support the teachers financially for registrations, 

accommodations, and transportation when any of them will be presenting in local or 

national conferences. With regard to Nancy's work environment, she mentioned that their 
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office had just had completely remodeled, their computer equipments have always been 

updated on a regular basis, and numerous laptops, projectors, video players, and I-pods 

are available for teachers to use during instruction.  Moreover, there is a library in the 

program where extensive reading books are also available to both of the teachers and 

students. Therefore, Nancy thought that the program has been doing everything to 

facilitate their teaching and development. However, the only complaint that Nancy 

expressed was that there have been very few teaching positions available in this program 

because she believed that all the teachers are very pleased to work in this environment 

where they can always find support in many aspects so that most of them usually tend to 

stay at this teaching job for years. In fact, there were also two negative things about this 

ESL program that Nancy mentioned: The first was that the insufficient classroom space 

has always been an issue in the program, and yet she understood that it could hardly be 

under control of the program director. The second thing was that the salary offered was 

not as high as most teachers expected, but Nancy was not concerned about her not-well-

paid position since she did not teach for money but her passion for this job.  

Summary 

Although Nancy was an experienced language learners as she had learned a 

number of foreign languages during her school years, most of the classroom experiences 

that she had could not motivate her interest in learning due to the fact that there was a 

tendency for her language teachers to apply the teacher-centered methods and place 

emphasis on mechanical drills over meaningful conversation practices at the time in 

which language instruction was dominated by the Audio-Lingual Method. It was not until 

Nancy had a teaching opportunity in France for a year that she finally mastered her 
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speaking skills in French language. This made her realize how important the role that an 

environment outside the classroom (which resonates with the term, milieu, described by 

Schwab) can take in language learning, and meanwhile she gradually formed a belief that 

language abilities can only be attained ―unless you use it, unless you are hearing it, unless 

you are speaking it.‖ Hence, Nancy's past language learning experience greatly 

influenced her preference for communicative-based approaches in classroom practice 

even when she was teaching a writing class where the focus was on building grammar 

and writing skills.  

Nancy was not only an experienced language learner, but also an experienced 

language teacher in that she, prior to teaching English as a Second Language, had already 

taught English as a Foreign Language in European countries for a couple of years and 

taught French and German for a few years. As Nancy had a long history of teaching 

languages, she had personally experienced various teaching methodologies invented 

throughout the three periods of the development of the contemporary instructional 

methodologies in the 20th century. Therefore, there were many times that she had to learn 

to grope for and try out those teaching methodologies in class when she was requested to 

use them by school officials. Nevertheless, her experience with the various 

methodologies did not eventually lead her only to adhere to the methodologies that she 

favored; rather, she had become appreciative of every methodology in that she learned, 

saying that each one was designed for a different instructional goal and a different group 

of target learners. Moreover, Nancy's teaching experience made her understand that 

teaching methodology is just one of the elements to achieve successful teaching and 

learning; she discovered that what teachers and students bring to the class definitely has 

an equal impact on the outcome.  



157 

 

 

 

With regard to Nancy's professional training in teaching methodology, Nancy, 

before beginning to teach French and German, in fact had only taken one teaching 

methodology course in the teacher's training program which she thought was too outdated 

to benefit her teaching in ESL. Since then, she has absorbed knowledge of teaching 

methodology through a variety of ways. When studying at her doctoral program, Nancy 

learned methodologies through conducting her literature review. After starting her career 

in language teaching, the teaching information that she gained was mostly from 

participation in professional conferences and exchanges with colleagues. Also, because 

Nancy studied methodologies mainly by herself without the influence of academic 

training courses in methodologies, she, unlike some teachers who may have a firm belief 

in that certain methodologies are better than others, tended to embrace the ideas of every 

methodology and would be willing to learn and/or try out a new one. As a result, the 

teaching methodology that Nancy used was a very eclectic one in which she would 

choose the best elements from various methodologies that would meet the needs of her 

class, herself, the teaching of ESL, and the context in which she was teaching. 

In the story constellation which I created for Nancy below (see Figure 8 ), the 

stories in Nancy‘s  professional knowledge landscape are placed in a three dimensional 

space. The contexts filled in the constellation shifted from the classrooms where she was 

a language learner to classrooms where she became a language teacher. The inner circle 

in the constellation represents stories of different people such as teachers, classmates, 

students and colleagues who were related to Nancy. Three main story plotlines emerged 

through Nancy's entire experience: stories of learning foreign languages, stories of 

learning instructional methodologies, and stories of teaching with instructional 

methodologies. The primary plotline is Nancy's stories of teaching with methodologies as 
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she became increasingly experienced teaching and trying out various methodologies over 

the decades. The secondary plotline is her stories of learning foreign languages as she 

shared the experiences of learning a number of languages and how they influenced her 

teaching. Because Nancy did not take a professional course or receive a formal training 

particularly in contemporary instructional methodologies, her stories of learning 

instructional methodologies has the smallest portion among the three plotlines flowing 

through her entire experience.  

 

Figure 8. Nancy's Story Constellation: I Take a Little Bit from There, Take a 

Little Bit from Here, and Stick all together. That‘s My Teaching Methodology. 
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Cindy‘s Story Constellation 

Although Cindy was still a freshman in the area of ESL education when I first met 

her, she shared a lot in common with the experienced teacher in my study, Nancy. Similar 

to Nancy whose schooling experience was not meant to prepare for her future career as an 

ESL teacher, Cindy received her Master‘s degrees in Italian literature and Italian 

language education. Also, like Nancy who had been devoted herself to teaching foreign 

languages prior to ESL, Cindy had already had gained some years of experience teaching 

Italian as a foreign language. Moreover, both Cindy and Nancy had in fact been very 

interested in ESL teaching for a long time. It traced back for both to their childhood. 

Hence, they both ended up becoming ESL teachers in the ESL program. As Cindy just 

taught ESL for two years, her stories were filled with the transitions of how she was 

adapting herself to her new career as well as to learning how to teach ESL.          

Schooling Experience 

Cindy learned Spanish at high school, and after entering university, she chose to 

study Italian as her foreign language required by her department. The beginning of her 

learning experience with Italian was unpleasant. Part of the reasons was because Cindy 

felt that most of her teachers who were actually graduate students doing their doctoral or 

master's degree in Italian literature showed a lot more interests in doing research than in 

teaching language. Also, Cindy described herself as ―a very poor language learner‖ since 

she neither had strategies to learn Italian, nor was she interested in it when there were 

something else which she thought at the time was more important than learning Italian. 

So, she failed her Italian for the first two semesters, and she even eventually never went 

to the class. However, there was a turning point in the third semester in that she had a 
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non-native male Italian teacher who she thought was amazing and attractive. The fact that 

the teacher was enthusiastic about teaching Italian and Italian culture triggered her 

motivation to learn. Moreover, Cindy found that this teacher seemed to care more about 

his students' success than the others did. Therefore, Cindy started going to class more 

often and even found a tutor to help her catch up the Italian class because she wanted to 

impress her teacher.  

Having been inspired by her Italian teacher, Cindy then moved to Italy to study 

Italian in university the next year. After she came back to the U.S., she continued to 

pursue her master's degree in Italian literature and started to work as a teaching assistant 

for the Italian language. That was when Cindy finally realized how much she loved 

teaching. For this reason, Cindy turned to her professor for advice. She wanted to know if 

their program could combine a focus on teaching because she preferred teaching Italian 

by doing literature research. However, she received a discouraging response from her 

professor in that he thought ―teaching methodology is stupid and nobody cares. If 

students want to learn, they will learn. It doesn't matter how the teachers teach.‖ Yet, 

because of Cindy's experience with several Italian language teachers which made a 

difference on her learning, she believed that her professor's point of view was wrong. 

Remaining desperate for teaching support, she then sought advice from School of 

Education at her university, after that, she decided to pursue another master's degree in 

language education at the same time as she was studying Italian literature. Whenever 

Cindy reflected on her language learning experience, she remembered that the Italian 

teacher who helped her fall in love with the Italian language. It made a difference to her 

life and he is the reason why she chose to teaching as her favorite career.       
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Teaching Experience 

Journey of Becoming an ESL Teacher 

Cindy has always been interested in teaching ESL students. Although she had 

been teaching Italian in Indiana, she still volunteered at a middle school helping some 

ESL teachers to teach, which was her very first time teaching ESL. However, she just did 

not have enough time to study for ESL teaching certification for public schools while she 

was educated in her master's program. After a couple of years, she moved to Georgia to 

continue to teach Italian full-time, and was still thinking about getting the ESL 

certification, but there was a problem in that ESL is considered an add-on rather than a 

main subject. So, anyone who wants to be a teacher in public schools must choose to be 

certified in a subject area such as science or history. The problem for Cindy was that none 

of the subjects was appropriate for her because her main subject is Italian, which is not 

taught in the majority of the public schools in the U.S., but is usually provided in private 

schools. Therefore, Cindy had thought about returning as an undergraduate student for 

social study while trying to do the ESL certification. Nevertheless, time was an issue for 

her again because teaching Italian at two universities at the same time gave her no choice 

but to postpone her plan for social study certification. Fortunately, when she came to 

Houston with her husband who was entering a doctoral program, she found this ESL 

program which she was never able to find in smaller cities where she used to live. Cindy 

thought that working in this ESL program was a good chance for her to make a switch to 

teaching English without worrying about the certification for public schools. Until today, 

she is still happy to be part of the program and work with the teachers who she felt for the 

first time are truly interested in teaching and care about students.  
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―It’s been very stressful for me‖ 

Unexpectedly, the experience of teaching in the ESL in the program at the 

beginning was very frustrating for Cindy. The first problem is that she could not get used 

to teaching with a different textbook when a new semester starts whereas she only used 

one textbook every semester when teaching Italian. This problem is described in detail in 

the section of Cindy's difficulties in teaching. The second thing that concerned Cindy is 

that she realized that teaching Italian as a foreign language in university is very different 

from teaching English as a second language in this particular ESL program. She further 

explained such differences in the following: first, she had only taught beginning Italian in 

the past, but the ESL program has a very academic focus and involves a lot of grammar 

instruction with which she was not so familiar with because she knew very little about 

English grammar even though she was a native speaker and familiar with theories of how 

to teach listening, reading, and speaking. The next difference is that when Cindy taught 

Italian to her American students, she only spoke Italian in class, and when students had 

any problems, they could talk to her in English. However, in this ESL program, she could 

only speak English to her students, and when these students had questions, they still had 

to talk in English, which sometimes could make their communication more complicated 

because English is not her students' native languages. The third difference is that when 

Cindy taught Italian, she could anticipate the problems that her American students' would 

have whereas when she taught the ESL students at the beginning, she found that there 

were many problems of her students that she could not expect. This is especially the case 

when the problems were related to their language groups, so she felt lack of the 

knowledge of her ESL students' backgrounds and languages. These differences in the 
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ESL program were barriers to her teaching even though she had learned the knowledge of 

teaching methodology in her master's program as she explained as follows in her words:     

So teaching methodology can be applied to any language, but I didn‘t notice 

enough specific about my own language. I wasn‘t sure what kind of constructions 

they would find difficult here which before I would know, so it‘s been like this for 

me. It‘s been…and with the changing of the books, it‘s been very stressful for me. 

Nonetheless, as Cindy gained more experiences with students of different English 

proficiency levels and different language backgrounds, she found that the situation had 

been getting better after she had been teaching ESL for two years. She can now even 

imagine what an advanced level class might be like after she had taught an high 

intermediate level class.  

―I had the best class I haven't taught in my entire life‖ 

Although Cindy encountered many frustrating situations, to her surprise, she had 

an enjoyable experience of teaching a beginning advanced class in the program during 

her first two years. The class was composed of graduate or professional students, so there 

were no discipline problems. All of the students were always prepared and much more 

independent, which was very unusual as compared to her other classes. Moreover, Cindy 

enjoyed talking about real things that she could not do as much with the lower level 

classes, and hence she really looked forward to teaching a higher level class again. She 

explained:    

I felt like I was learning everyday as much as they were learning because they 

were able to provide so much output, and they had so much more experience to 

bring in. I know my Level Three [(low intermediate level)] have it here, but it‘s 

hard…you know, they don‘t have the language to get it out. So it was different. I 

hope…I can‘t wait to repeat it. I think it was fun, you know.  
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Nonetheless, this did not mean the advanced level class was a completely perfect 

experience for her. Instead, Cindy had some different problems which she did not expect 

beforehand. For example, there were more interesting vocabulary and grammar questions 

that she could not answer immediately, and this always made her frustrated with herself, 

―Why don‘t I know this? What‘s the matter with me?‖ Because of having a lack of 

confidence in English grammar and writing, especially when teaching an advanced class, 

Cindy hence aimed to increase her knowledge of grammar and writing starting from 

teaching the lower levels, so she would be more prepared for the higher level class in the 

future.       

―They give us the freedom‖ 

Cindy mentioned that since entering the program, she had never had anyone tell 

her what methods or techniques she should use. Thus, she believed that every teacher in 

the program could feel free to use any kind of methods or techniques to teach their 

students. Rather than directly telling new teachers like Cindy how to teach, the associate 

director would come to observe their classes twice, one in the first semester and the other 

in the second semester, to see how the teachers format their lesson, how they do the 

transitions, and how clear the questions they ask their students, how they speak to 

students (too slowly or quickly), what atmosphere they create in class and so on. After 

that, the teachers would receive teaching feedback. Hence, Cindy as a freshman in the 

area of teaching ESL enjoyed such freedom of teaching in her own way in the program. 

―It was very hard and I was so scared‖ 

Among the courses in listening, speaking, reading grammar and writing skills 

offered in the program, Cindy preferred to teach listening and speaking classes. So, when 
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she was assigned to teach grammar and writing for the first time to a low intermediate 

level class, she was anxious about it due to the fact that she did not have any prior 

teaching experience with grammar and writing classes. Without any ideas of how to teach 

grammar and writing, she was always doing research on the Internet and went to library 

to find out good methods to teach the class. However, there were so many opinions about 

how to teach writing from what she found, and even the teachers in the program, when 

she asked for their advice, had different opinions about it. Also, because it was hard to 

tell if her students' writing skills had progressed in a short term, she was very worried that 

maybe she was not providing them enough instruction or they just did not learn what she 

had taught.     

    Cindy shared how she taught this class in the following: As the objective of the 

low intermediate level class was for learners to be able to write paragraphs, Cindy tried to 

provide numerous example paragraphs for her students, and then she taught them to 

analyze the structures of these paragraphs to find their topic sentences, supporting details, 

transition words, signal words and so forth. After they became familiar with these ideas, 

she had them practice writing these things from sentences at the beginning of the 

semester and eventually to form a paragraph by the end of the semester. She also had 

them work in groups and write together on big pieces of paper and then she hanged in 

them up so that all students could look them up together and see how she changed their 

writing. In addition, she assigned her students journal writing three or four times a week 

in which she wanted them to make use of the grammar that was taught in class. For error 

corrections on the journals, Cindy corrected them according to her individual students' 

needs as some students wanted more feedback and some wanted less correction. But 

generally, Cindy, unlike some teachers who may correct every single mistake on students' 
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writing, would simply correct and highlight the important grammatical errors to let her 

students see where they went wrong. In fact, the journals also served another purpose. 

That is, because students could write anything, Cindy regarded the journals as students' 

messages to her, and therefore, she would not only correct their grammar, but also write 

responses to them. At the end of the semester, Cindy was delighted with the teaching 

outcome. She felt that most of her students were very successful in the class, so she had 

gradually established her confidence and wish to repeat such a class at some point.  

A Typical Day for Cindy 

When Cindy is teaching a morning class which starts at 8:30AM, she usually has 

her lessons prepared the day before, so she can arrive at teacher's office at 8:20AM and 

just take her textbooks to the class. When she is teaching an afternoon class, she arrives at 

her office an hour before the class to do her preparation. After she enters the classroom, 

she would first write the homework on the board, and meanwhile, she would begin to 

have conversation with her students when they are waiting for the rest of them. Her 

conversation is usually informal in that she would ask how her students are doing, if there 

is anything new, or what they did last night. She would also try to bring up current topics 

in news. For example, Cindy and her students talked about if they had seen the Olympic 

Games when they were going on. When most of her students arrive in the classroom, she 

would review some vocabulary and previously assigned homework. After the review, 

Cindy would then begin to get into the main topic of the lesson by asking her students 

some questions to establish their background knowledge of the topic. In the end of her 

class, she would spare some time for her students if they want to ask her any questions.    
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Relationship between Cindy and her Students 

Cindy felt she had more responsibilities for her ESL students than her American 

students because her American students usually did not need her in many aspects. She 

thought most of her American students, when the class was over and they encountered a 

problem, they would talk to their friends or parents, or even seek help on the Internet as 

they were familiar with the system of how most things operate. Unlike Cindy's American 

students, her ESL students might know nothing, especially when they first arrived in the 

Unites States. She explained,  

so I have to look at them [(ESL students)]. Of course I look at my American 

students as humans, but as my English language learners, I can‘t only think about: 

Are they learning English? But also I need to remember what it feels like to live 

in another country and be far from your family. To remember the time difference, 

you know. I need to remember that they don‘t know the bus systems, so if they 

are coming late, you know.    

Therefore, her responsibility was more than teaching them English and being concerned 

about their learning issues. When her ESL students were late for class, she needed to be 

more sensitive to find out if there was a different reason from that of her American 

students. Yet, as a whole, Cindy cared about both of her American and ESL students; she 

thought she could also be close to and know much more about her American students 

personally inside and outside of class, but because her ESL students usually tended to 

depend on her for more than learning issues, she felt there was a different kind of 

closeness between her and the ESL students.            
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Students' Characteristics  

 Active and passive students 

Before Cindy started her ESL teaching career in the program, she completely had 

no idea about the differences between the ESL and American students as well as the 

differences among the ESL students. As she had been teaching ESL for two years, she 

learned some characteristics of her ESL students. Whenever putting her students in 

groups, Cindy discovered that most of her Asian students had a harder time working in 

groups because they were not used to collaborating and were used to working alone. To 

encourage her Asian students, she would usually try to talk in class at the beginning of a 

semester about how classrooms and cultures are different between America and their 

countries, and she would then explain that the importance of why they have to do and get 

used to team work is because when they go to university, they are going to have group 

work all the time. Another reason for them to do team work was because she thought it 

was natural that if they are practicing language, they need to have another person to 

communicate with. In addition to the team work issue, Cindy also found that her Asian 

students were much quieter than her other students, and they would talk only when they 

were forced to do so. It also did not work even when she said something positive to 

encourage the quiet students to initiate their talk. For these reasons, when any of these 

quiet students finally raised their hands in class, Cindy would tell the whole class to be 

quiet and tried to praise the student, such as ―we are so excited you're going to 

participate,‖ ―I love to hear you speak more,‖ and ―your idea is so good,‖ which had 

proved to be helpful to make them more confident in expressing their opinions.   
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Cindy also mentioned about other ways that she often used to enhance her passive 

students' confidence. Before her students were going to take turns to tell the whole class 

about the answers to the questions from their homework, Cindy would have them check 

their answers with each other in small groups, so the quiet students could feel a little bit 

more confident about their answers. Moreover, since Cindy was teaching a listening and 

speaking class, she sometimes had her students do presentations which were huge 

challenges for her passive students. She shared a story telling activity as an example. In 

this activity, each of her students was asked to think about a brief story with any kind of 

topic, and then they had to present it to the class for two to five minutes. Before they 

were going to present to the class, Cindy had them practice with three different partners 

for three days to gain more confidence. Meanwhile, because they were supposed to make 

use of their voices, emotions, and words like yell, whisper or growl in their stories, they 

could gain familiarity with these requirements by practicing with their partners. After the 

presentations, Cindy uploaded her students' story presentations which she recorded at a 

website where they could see how they were doing during their presentations, and they 

could also see the videos again while reading her feedback if they could not remember 

what they did. However, if any student felt too uncomfortable or shy to share the video 

with the other classmates, she would place his/her video in a separate folder which would 

only be accessible to the student at the website. Cindy further explained the differences in 

her ESL students in terms of culture and language skills:       

My Asian students are more quiet. My western African students are…they are not 

as active. The Arabic students are just talking all the time. The western African 

students talk a lot, but not as much. My Hispanic students talk a lot, too. Yeah, the 

Asian students are more quiet. It‘s their culture.         
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In Cindy's experience, among the different groups of her ESL students, her students from 

Saudi Arabia were those who seemed feel more comfortable talking in class, especially 

the male students. She recognized that they have a culture of speaking, but do not have a 

focus on reading and writing, so she found that her Arabic students usually have a lot of 

difficulties in reading and writing whereas although her Asian students seemed shier 

about speaking, they tended to have better writing and reading abilities. However, 

although the majority of Cindy's Arabic students had better speaking and listening 

abilities, she also noticed many of them would just start talking before raising their hands 

in class, which was inappropriate in American classrooms so that she often needed to 

remind them. In addition to the cultural factor contributing to students' differences, Cindy 

observed that active students in her class sometimes seemed more prepared whereas the 

passive students seemed not, as some of them became very talkative as soon as the class 

was over. She discovered that it was usually because these students did not complete their 

homework, they would stay quiet in class in order not to draw her attention.       

 Child and adult learners  

In Cindy's experience, it seemed easier to teach adult than child learners. She 

considered that it is not simply about the subject when teaching children, but there are 

more than that a teacher needs to invest in them:  

You are also teaching them how to be human beings. You know, how to act in the 

classroom; how to respect the teachers; why it‘s important to do your homework. 

Why…, you know, how you should organize your homework on a piece of paper. 

Like, you should raise your hand before you talk, you know. All that kind of stuff. 

You know, it‘s not okay to talk to your friend during class.   

Moreover, when Cindy's child learner did not do homework, she had to do follow-ups 

because the child's parents would be involved in it. If the same thing had happened to her 

adult learners, she could just directly manage this problem and be clearer about 
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everything with them. Yet, in spite of the fact that there was usually no rule problem for 

her adult learners, it did not mean that teaching adults was an easy task. Cindy mentioned 

that there were actually different problems every semester when she taught her adult 

students. For instance, she had a student who always raised his hand and asked her a 

question that was often irrelevant toward what she was talking about in class even though 

his question might be a good one. Cindy tried to tell the student to wait and ask the 

unrelated questions after class, but it seemed that he could not pay attention to her class, 

and meanwhile, there was something which he did not want to forget so that he was eager 

to receive an answer immediately no matter what the class was doing. Another situation 

was that Cindy once had these four students who always wanted to sit and talk to each 

other during class after they had become close friends, but she gradually found that they 

were often chatting and whispering about gossips in class, which had been seriously 

disrupting her instruction, so she had no choice but to separate them in class for the rest 

of that semester. Therefore, although Cindy expected that her ESL adult learners should 

behave as matured adults, she still found some of them were more like children 

emotionally.           

The Best Ways to Language Learning         

From a language learner's stance in Cindy's experience, the first important way of 

learning a language is to expose learners to a lot of examples in target language. Learners 

then should be given many opportunities to practice the examples through repetitions to 

enhance their memory. However, she also indicated that it is important that learners 

should not be given excessive information of the target language at the same time 

because they need to recycle the information before absorbing more new input. 
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Interestingly, as a language teacher in the program, Cindy was not certain whether she, if 

learning in such a program, would ―survive‖ because every learner here have to be 

dedicated four hours a day to attend the classes and then spend additional time doing 

homework. Therefore, she doubted that if her attention span could last for this long 

period of time as she described herself in a humorous tone, ―I think my brain would turn 

off.‖ For Cindy, the proper amount of time to study in an intensive language program like 

this one is two hours per day because she believed that learners need time to process the 

appropriate amount of information. Equally important, motivation is another essential 

element in language learning. Cindy believed that without motivation, learning will not 

take place effectively. To show how crucial the motivation is, she briefly shared her 

experience of learning a foreign language, Quechua, spoken in the mountains in South 

America. In this class, her teacher used an unorganized textbook that was full of 

paragraphs after paragraphs of descriptions of the Quechua language and there were no 

interesting class activities or vocabulary recycling sessions. In such a bad circumstance of 

class, it was very hard to motivate her learning interest. From Cindy's perspective, 

examples, repetitions, appropriate amount of input and motivation are therefore the four 

indispensable elements in language learning.  

Learning Strategies 

 Strategies of learning four skills 

The learning strategies that Cindy encouraged her students to use are divided 

according to the language skills. Before her students were going to read an article in 

class, Cindy would first have them work on its background knowledge, which is a 

scaffolding process. For instance, consider a topic having to do with superstition, for 
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example. She would have her students discuss superstitions, such as ―Are you 

superstitious?‖ ―Do you know people who are superstitious?‖ ―What superstitions are in 

your country?,‖ and then she would write some ideas on the board, so they could start 

their brains working on thinking about the topic. Other reading strategies, such as 

previewing, skimming, and scanning are also so important skills that Cindy encouraged 

her students to use to gain some ideas before they start reading. As to vocabulary 

strategies, if there is plenty of vocabulary to memorize, Cindy usually taught her students 

to recycle them by dividing it up because it is difficult to learn so many words at once. 

She suggested in her words,    

...maybe study like five or six one day or more depends on the list. And then the 

next day, review those first. On Tuesday, review quickly what you did on Monday 

and add new words on Tuesday. On Wednesday, review quickly on Monday and 

Tuesday. You know, like this and then on Wednesday set your new words, so 

there is always reviewing and then trying using them.            

Cindy further explained that she sometimes had her students write stories where she did 

not even need to read or care about the contents, but what matters is that they could 

practice using new vocabulary in the stories. So, maybe they would not remember what 

the word means after a period of time, but they would remember where they had used it 

in the stories in which the context could then remind them of its meaning. Cindy 

particularly put emphasis on discovering words in context to figure out what they mean. 

For instance, once she was trying to teach the word ―grave,‖ she found that most of her 

students only knew one of its meaning: a place of burial, but they had no idea about the 

other meaning of ―grave‖ when it is used as an adjective, so she made up a situation to let 

her students have a better understanding to memorize that it also carries the meaning of 

―very bad and serious.‖ And the context of the situation could always serve as a reminder 

for her students whenever they forget the meaning of ―grave‖ as an adjective. For 
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listening and speaking strategies, Cindy suggested her students to do predicting, that is, 

she wanted them to think about what people are probably going to talk about before her 

students are going to do something, so they could understand more when listening to the 

people. Also, she often told her students, when listening, to not to be upset about not 

understanding all the words but try to pay attention to main ideas instead.  

For writing strategies, Cindy actually had many of them in mind, so in the 

following section, she named three that she had just used in class. The first thing Cindy 

emphasized to her students was to be aware of the organization of their writing. For 

example, she often wanted them to make sure that they developed a topic sentence in 

their paragraphs and not to add a lot of extra information. The second writing strategy 

that she recommended that they ―write a lot.‖ So, what she did was to assign her students 

three journal entries every week as their homework in addition to what they did in class 

and formal writing exercises. In the journals, she asked them to practice the new things 

they were learning, which are oftentimes vocabulary, grammar, or organization skills. 

Another strategy that Cindy suggested is to practice speed writing which helps learners 

write faster. The reason that she introduced sspeed writing to her students is because she 

found that when they were writing, they tended to spend a lot of time thinking about verb 

tenses, vocabulary and so on which always slowed them down. Hence, Cindy thought 

that it was necessary for her students to practice writing faster. She explained how she did 

it in class: at first, she would give them a beginning of a sentence, such as ―I couldn't 

believe when..., ‖  and then she would give them around five minutes to write as much as 

they could without thinking about grammar, spelling, and punctuations. After the writing 

was done and if time was allowed, she would tell them to look at it to continue to change, 

organize, and develop it as the main idea is just for them to practice writing faster. By 
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having her learners practice speed writing throughout an entire semester, Cindy would 

also be able to see if they had made any progress, particularly in length, in their writing in 

the end of the semester.  

From Cindy's perspective, learning strategies generally serve a good purpose for 

language learners to use, but she also mentioned that if a strategy is overused, it can, at 

some point, become adverse to language learning developments. In Cindy's learning 

experience, she used to depend on Italian to learn Spanish since there are many 

similarities between these two languages and she was also very good at Italian. She 

recalled how she learned Spanish, 

So I hear a lot of Spanish. There are a lot of words I don‘t hear, but I don‘t really 

care, and I don‘t look them up because…and I‘ve never learned them, and I‘ve 

never developed my vocabulary because I rely on my Italian to get me through.  

Cindy's learning strategy was focused on the main ideas and she did not pay attention to 

the details. Because she kept using this same strategy when learning Spanish instead of 

truly studying it, her Spanish eventually did not develop as well as her Italian. In Cindy's 

situation, she thought that maybe she should sometimes try to use the memorization 

strategy, since it is a helpful tool for language learning. But she recognized that it should 

not be used in isolation but employed with other strategies to help retain her memory. 

Hence, any strategies for Cindy could lead to a positive or negative effect in language 

learning, so learners should be cautious of not to overuse any of them.  

 Bilingual dictionary as a learning-assistance tool 

Among the tools that Cindy's students often brought to class to assist their own 

learning is a dictionary. As some ESL teachers may not allow students to use a bilingual 

dictionary in class, Cindy had never discouraged in any kind of dictionary her students 
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brought to class. Cindy indicated the common concern that those teachers might have 

toward the dictionary is probably that first, they do not want their students to learn 

English by relying on translation, and second, the teachers do not know if the bilingual 

dictionary is good or bad for their students, especially when students come from all over 

the world and bring different kinds of dictionaries. Therefore, they would rather ask their 

students to use an English dictionary with which are familiar to them and that also has a 

good reputation. However, Cindy did not worry about the dictionary because she believed 

that her students eventually would learn English and even be able to use an English-

English dictionary when their English proficiency had advanced to a higher level. 

Although she agreed with the idea that students should not depend on the bilingual 

dictionary, it seemed more efficient from her teaching experience that her students could 

quickly solve many problems by simply looking up words in the bilingual dictionary. 

Hence, then she would not have to spend extra class time, and could complete her lesson 

in a timely manner.               

Students' Difficulties in Language Learning  

As a matter of fact, Cindy found that different groups of students encounter 

different kinds of learning problems according to the characteristics of their cultures and 

languages. Her Arabic students usually tend to have more learning difficulties in English 

reading and writing whereas her Asian students have a hard time expressing themselves 

verbally in English. These difficulties are also described in detail in the section of Cindy's 

observations of students' characteristics. Among all the language skills, Cindy regarded 

vocabulary as one of the most difficult aspects in English learning that is commonly 

shared by her students. Although grammar structure, such as verb tenses, is a very 
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important element in composing English, she thought that, without vocabulary, her 

students would not be able to do anything or learn listening, speaking, reading and 

writing skills. Moreover, because most of her students always carried around a dictionary 

with them, she realized how important it was for them to immediately find out the 

meanings of words that they did not understand and to look up appropriate words in the 

dictionary in order to describe something in English. Therefore, Cindy believed 

vocabulary is the most difficult skill with which her students had been struggling for as it 

is the basis for building up any further language skills, and for that reason, she often 

encouraged her students to learn more vocabulary from various resources and apply them 

as much as possible in conversation and writing. Also, lack of motivation is second 

serious problem that Cindy's students encountered. When her students were less 

motivated, this could have a negative influence on numerous things. For instance, they 

would attend class late or even be absent; they would not pay attention to her instruction; 

they would not be willing to collaborate with peers, or they would not complete 

homework and so on. Things such as these would frequently impede their learning 

outcome as well. In other words, if her students were motivated and enthusiastic about 

learning, she could see that they would try to overcome any difficulties in English. Cindy 

hence emphasized that without motivation, no learning would take place.                         

Cindy's Difficulties in Teaching 

 Difficulties in terms of classroom discipline  

 ―They are so irresponsible‖ 

Cindy mentioned about another problem that had been disturbing her teaching for 

a long time. Over time, she found that the students at this ESL program were never on 
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time for class, which was very different from the Italian language classes which she 

taught at university and could always start on time. In Cindy's class at this program, when 

she entered the classroom at 8:30AM, there were usually only three to four students, and 

most of her students would not arrive until 8:45AM. Cindy hence expressed her concerns 

that her students did not care about being tardy. This situation irritated her because she 

could not really start her lesson immediately. Another problem was also related to her 

students' tardiness. Cindy used to give her students a break during the two-hour class 

because she thought human brains turn off at a certain point, and adversely affected their 

learning. So when students stop paying attention after a while, it is important to give 

them a break to rest their minds. For this reason, Cindy tried to give her students a five to 

ten minutes break, but it always turned out that they would come back to class after 15 

minutes, which took much of her class time and made her unable to finish what she had 

planned for that class. After this situation occurred repetitively, Cindy decided that she 

would give her students a break only when time was allowed. In addition to the class 

attendance issues, her students' lack of preparedness for class also made her teaching very 

difficult. Before being aware of this situation, she already heard from many experienced 

teachers in the program that their students had been less prepared and being lazier every 

semester. As the end of semester was approaching, Cindy did find that many of her 

students did not return and/or complete homework on time anymore. Just the day before 

our interview, only one student completed the homework in her first class, and only two 

in her second class. Cindy was very frustrated about it because it seemed they did not 

care about the homework at all and then her lesson plan was ruined thereby, so she had to 

take some more time to decide what she could do with her lesson.       
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 Difficulties in terms of language teaching 

―I am experiencing a lot of 'new teacher transition frustrations' ‖ 

Cindy was also experiencing a hard time adjusting to the idea of teaching four 

skills (listening, speaking, reading, and writing skills) separately in this ESL program 

whereas in the past she taught the four skills altogether in her Italian class. She 

commented on how the differences of teaching the four skills between her ESL and 

Italian classes disturbed her:  

It‘s just that I am experiencing a lot of “new teacher transition frustrations,‖ you 

know. The difference between teaching a foreign language for 50 minutes a day 

with one book which integrates all four skills to, you know, a four hour a day 

program which each skill divided, I‘ve never kind of felt like doing all that I 

should be doing, you know, like it‘s sort of strange to me not to be doing any 

grammar or any real writing, or if I am a grammar-writing teacher, it‘s so weird 

that you know we have so much grammar. 

Because of the separation of the four skills in instruction, Cindy was confused how to 

really teach with each of the textbooks which the teachers here were told to use for a 

specific skill. For instance, some grammar books that she had used have good listening or 

reading components, and some reading books have grammar highlights before a reading 

article. In addition, she expressed her concern that teaching four skills separately may 

lead to a result that there is much more that a teacher has to cover in the curriculum and 

there is no time to integrate the skills. Sometimes, Cindy wanted to focus a little more on 

grammar in class, but since she was not assigned to teach grammar skill that semester, 

she was not certain what to do with it as the grammar skill was supposed to be taught in 

another teacher's class. Cindy mentioned when she learned and then taught Italian, the 

skills were taught as a whole with only one textbook; most of her textbooks start with a 

chapter about something, and there is a list of vocabulary before the reading and grammar 
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explanation sections which are followed by reading and vocabulary exercises; also, the 

speaking and listening exercises use the vocabulary and grammar talking about the same 

topic. Conversely, because each of the four skills in the program was assigned with a 

textbook, she felt that it was very hard to put them together when her reading and 

listening books were completely about different topics. Nevertheless, Cindy found that 

many teachers in the program did not seem to be troubled as much by the separations of 

the four skills and textbooks as she was. Therefore, she assumed that she might just need 

more time to figure out her new way to manage this situation so as to be more 

comfortable teaching separate skills as she had gained more experience with it.                      

―It's so tiring to do this every semester‖ 

Moreover, another issue seemed to bother Cindy more. Although every teacher 

could join the program committee to discuss which textbook they want to use next 

semester, the policy of the change of textbooks every semester in the program influenced 

Cindy's teaching in many ways, and so she disliked this change very much. For her, every 

term with a new textbook meant that there would be more work to do, as she described in 

her words,  

Because you don‘ know the books, you don‘t know what‘s going to work, what 

doesn‘t work. You don‘t know…you write tests for it, but then after you give the 

test, you find problems. You can‘t use the test again. Any sort of activities you 

prepare, specifically with that book, you can‘t use it again.  

She felt very frustrated every semester about not being able to use the same textbooks 

along with the materials that she had already prepared in the previous semester. 

Comparing with her Italian class in another university, the situation was completely 

different in that she used to teach with the same textbook each term. After she had 

become more familiar with the same textbook every semester, she would brought in more 
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outside activities to supplement the textbook, and she could easily control how long she 

wanted to spend on something, things that she wanted to make sure she talked about, and 

the activities she wanted to use. Therefore, Cindy could not be accustomed to the change 

of textbooks each semester, and since she did not always have sufficient time, it was so 

exhausting for her to learn new textbooks and prepare everything all over again from the 

beginning. As a result, this had directly changed how she used to prepare for her lesson in 

the past because just knowing that she would not be able to use the same textbooks again, 

Cindy's motivation had gone down: 

So my lesson plans now are much different. I usually used a book. I don‘t bring in 

a lot extra materials, and I have an idea of what I want to do. I mean I write a list 

what I want to do; what pages they are on; uh, extra information if I need it. But I 

used to spend like an hour to an hour and a half, and not anymore which is maybe 

too much planning for the next day. And now I spend like 10 or 20 minutes. 

Furthermore, the decision making procedure of the textbooks in the program is another 

factor contributing to Cindy's disagreement on the change of the textbooks. For instance, 

teachers who were going to decide which textbooks would be used for Level Three 

classes next semester were those who had been currently teaching the Level Three 

classes. So, if Cindy were not teaching a Level Three class, but would be going to teach it 

next semester, she still would not be part of the decision making committee. Even though 

there were meetings for discussing the Level Three textbooks, she usually would not 

know about the schedule of the meetings unless she was teaching the Level Three class 

that semester. In other words, even if Cindy had taught Level Three classes for a couple 

of times in the past semesters, Cindy might not be able to use the textbooks that she really 

liked or she might be forced to use textbooks that she did not want to use again because 

she was not teaching the Level Three class in the current semester. Moreover, if she was 

teaching another level class for the first time, she would have to participate in the 
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committee of that level to decide which new textbooks should be used next semester for 

that level; yet, there would be a problem that she did not know about any other textbooks 

for that level, and the only opinions that she could give would be how much she liked the 

textbooks she had been using for the current semester.  

Although Cindy thought that she could have improved her lessons every semester 

if she could continue to use the same textbooks, she also expressed an understanding of 

the reasons why the program had such a policy. She mentioned that if a student has to 

repeat to study at the same level, the program would want the student to study a different 

textbook. But in Cindy's opinion, she did not think that using the same textbook would be 

a problem when a student needs to stay in the same level class. The other for using 

different textbooks each term was because the program wanted their teachers to learn 

more about various textbooks, and Cindy wanted to learn about them as well. Yet, she did 

not think that the change of textbooks had to be implemented as frequently as every 

semester. Cindy also mentioned that half of the teachers in the prog ram liked this policy, 

but half of them were unhappy with it. From her perspective, the teachers who favored 

this policy were those who have been teaching at the program for a long time, so they 

probably already had collected a huge file of activities which they could select to use with 

any textbook. However, since Cindy had only been teaching ESL for two years, and also, 

many of the past activities that she used in her Italian classes were not suitable for 

academic English classes, she was still not confident in using new textbooks each 

semester.   
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―I hate it when my students ask questions, I don't know the answers‖  

Cindy stressed that being unable to immediately provide answers to her students' 

questions frustrated her. She understood it was impossible for her to know everything as 

she never regarded herself as ―an encyclopedia.‖ Sometimes, when her higher level 

students asked her questions, such as the differences between two English words, she 

could just tell them to find answers by themselves and come back to tell her the answer 

the next day either if she did not know the answer or she wanted her students to be 

independent learners. In the situation of not knowing the answer, she would also find out 

the answers after class and then respond to her students the next day. Nevertheless, Cindy 

did not think that asking students to look for answers on their own would always work for 

her lower level students as they usually could not depend on their insufficient ability in 

English proficiency to find answers. So when she could not answer their questions on the 

spot, she sometimes would just respond to them frankly, ―That‘s a really good question. I 

don‘t know, and I‘m going to have to try and find out until tomorrow;‖ yet, she always 

had a guilty feeling about saying that to her students, and this had been one of the most 

difficult issues she thought that she had to learn to overcome in her teaching.   

Cindy's Challenge in Teaching      

The teaching challenge for Cindy was that ever since she began to experience 

teaching different ESL level classes with different language skill focuses for the first 

time, she has learned to figure out if she was teaching them with the appropriate level of 

instruction as her students came into her class with such a variety of abilities. Sometimes, 

she would use a test that she created to see if her test was too difficult for her students, so 

she could gradually grasp her students' actual English proficiency levels. To Cindy, she 



184 

 

 

 

felt like she was in ―a process of discovery‖ at the moment of starting to experience 

different levels of classes, and she believed that her teaching situations would improve if 

she could gain more experience of teaching the same levels.   

I think that the only way to get better is through repeating the experience. You 

know, like I need to teach this level a few more time at least in order to come to 

an understanding of what exactly I can expect from the Level Three students. So I 

think that has been my biggest difficulty. It‘s been my biggest difficulty for any of 

the levels really starting now and trying to figure out what is this level.     

Although Cindy had been experiencing different levels for the first time, she, at the 

semester when I interviewed her, no longer felt as frustrated as before because she was 

finally teaching a class in which she had experienced the same level once -- this time with 

different skill focuses. Because Cindy regarded herself as ―a perfectionist,‖ she was 

trying to relax the standard that she used to set for herself. Moreover, she learned from 

the other teachers that she should try to educate herself with professional development, 

and also allow herself to make mistakes. So, even if she may make more mistakes when 

teaching the same level of class again, she would find it acceptable because she knows 

she is teaching two different groups of people in different ways.  

Changes in Cindy's Teaching 

 Changes in Cindy's class 

During each semester, Cindy would keep thinking about if there was any change 

that was necessary to make for her class to go better by asking herself several questions: 

―what‘s working?‖ ―What‘s not working?‖ ―What do they seem to need?‖ ―What can I do 

to give it to them?‖ And also, ―what are my own personal time limits?‖ as she did not 

want her school work to take over all the time when she was with her family. Same to this 

semester when we were doing the interviews, there were several things that Cindy 
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planned to adjust in her class. The first thing she wanted to try was speed reading due to 

the facts that her students seemed to read slowly and she, as a language learner before, 

had been benefited from it. According to Cindy, speed reading is similar to skimming, but 

it is more like a way to read faster without focusing on every single word to help the 

brain work better. The second thing that she wanted to do was to bring in more 

pronunciation activities because she found that some of her students, particularly her 

Vietnamese students, had difficulties in pronouncing English words and sentences which 

she would not even be able to understand at all if she had never taught ESL learners. 

However, it was hard for Cindy to decide which part of pronunciation she should put 

more focus since her students were coming from different language backgrounds and 

usually had different language difficulties, and she did not want to teach things that only 

a certain group of students need to her whole class. For this reason, she planned to focus 

on something such as rhythm, intonation, and sentence stress that all her students would 

need to work on. The last thing she would like to do is to have her class practice more 

close reading by which she would take maybe one or two sentences and focus on what 

those sentences actually mean and they would be able to learn to look for specific details, 

such as time words; so they could draw time lines to gain a better understanding of a 

reading through the visual representation.      

 Changes in Cindy's overall teaching 

After two years of teaching experience in the program, Cindy felt more confident 

in teaching ESL, especially she knew a little more about what to expect in student's 

learning, such as what certain language groups can and cannot do. She recalled that there 

were pronunciation problems for a group of her students in the beginning of her ESL 

teaching: 
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I remember when I first started it, the Vietnamese people I didn‘t understand a 

word, like I didn‘t understand anything they said, and I didn‘t know what was 

wrong with their pronunciation. And since then, I‘ve learned more about their 

language to know what their problems are here, which helps me understand more 

and be able to teach them better.  

Like other experienced ESL teachers, Cindy gradually understood more about the English 

speaking of her students who carried different kinds of accents because she practiced 

listening to them to predict what they were probably going to say. This was a very 

different experience from how she taught Italian to her American students. In addition to 

the problems that her Vietnamese students had, she also realized that there is no verb 

tense in Chinese, so she could anticipate that her Chinese students might tend to make 

more mistakes in English tenses. Hence, understanding her students is very beneficial for 

her teaching as she could know more about students' language and how that might affect 

their English. Another change in Cindy's teaching was that she was trying to relax herself 

more and not to bring her work home with her as much as before. And the work that she 

meant is not only the physical part, but also keeping it in her mind: 

Thinking about what happened in your class. Sometimes, things don‘t go right in 

class, and then you think about it all night long, and it bothers you; it annoys you 

and you…why can‘t you answer this? What‘s the problem with this? Or maybe 

your student did something that made you angry. 

In the past, those kind of things would have made her upset enough to go home and still 

be upset all night. So now, she learned to not to bring her work home with her physically 

and emotionally, not to expect perfection in her teaching, and have her students take more 

responsibility of their own learning.  
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Teaching Methodology Issues 

Cindy's Journey of Learning Methodologies 

Before formally learning teaching methodologies, Cindy had already been 

teaching Italian for a year and a half. Later when she entered the master's program in 

language teaching, she took some language education courses, such as learning how to 

use technology and how to teach English, so at that point when she was ready to take the 

teaching methodology course, she had already been familiar with various kinds of 

methodologies. Cindy recalled how this methodology class proceeded: They were asked 

to read books about different teaching methodologies, and even though many of the 

methodologies were not commonly used anymore nowadays, the instructor still wanted 

them to know what they were and talked about them in class from a historical viewpoint. 

In addition to being engaged in a lot of classroom discussions, Cindy and her classmates 

were also sent out observing real language classes followed by the  discussions about 

their observation experience of how the teaching was related to the books they were 

reading. At the end of the semester, every student in the class wrote a ten-minute lesson 

plan in which they could apply the methodologies that they had learned from the class, 

and they were divided into small groups of four people where they took turns to practice 

teaching their group members by using the lesson plans they created on their own. The 

instructor then evaluated their teaching practice and gave them feedback by watching the 

videos they recorded during their demonstrations in groups. As a whole, Cindy liked the 

way her instructor taught the class as she created both a teacher-and-student-centered 

classroom atmosphere. However, as to learning methodologies, Cindy honestly believed 

that she did not gain plenty of new information from the class because she already knew a 
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lot of them from her practical experiences before taking this course. Same to the teaching 

practice, she did not benefit very much from it as she had already been teaching for a 

while. Although there seemed no difference for Cindy after taking the course, she learned 

things other than the methodologies, that is, she did learn how to review and choose 

books, which was helpful for her school learning and language teaching. 

In spite of the fact that Cindy did not learn much from her methodology class, she 

still considered it imperative for teachers to take methodology courses as her situation 

was very different from a lot of teachers in that she already learned the knowledge of 

various methodologies before enrolling in such a course. She asserted:  

I think it‘s important because I think, otherwise, you‘ll teach the way you were 

taught and if you don‘t want to. And it‘s important to know what else is out there, 

like I really like multiple intelligences. I thought that was so interesting. Uh, I 

don‘t do it as much as I would like to. I know it‘s important, but it informs me in 

a way that, you know, at least I know about it, you know. Of course I think these 

kinds of things are important for teachers to know about, but some of them like 

the Silent Way, I mean, why do you need to know what that is? I mean except for 

the fact that…I don‘t know I guess that like Suggestopedia, those sort of things 

show you that a person is emotional response that affects their learning to a 

degree.    

Cindy pointed out that it is dangerous to have no concept of teaching methodologies in 

that first, teachers, with very limited knowledge, will rely on a methodology that they 

experienced before as a learner at school, but they probably never enjoyed, and second, 

they will never know that there exist many other better methodologies. Cindy discovered 

that there is a clear difference between teachers who have taken a methodology course 

and who have never. From her observations, those who never took the course usually did 

poorly in class because they tended to teach with only a traditional teaching method, such 

as the Grammar Translation or Audio-Lingual Method in which there were rarely 

student-teacher and student-student interactions and real communication in the target 
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language. As a matter of fact, when Cindy started teaching at the very beginning, she was 

in a situation where she had little concept of teaching methodologies and all she had was 

just a one day training along with a textbook. She described that she did not even know 

what she was doing at that time, and hence she understood how it felt like to teach 

depending solely on her past experience as a language learner. In her opinion, a lot of 

teachers who have not taken any methodology course may not have established a 

philosophy of teaching and learning or they may create an activity but they do not know 

the goal and theories behind it. She thought it could actually also happen to teachers who 

have taken the methodology course. For example, she took the class but there were still 

activities which did not carry out successfully since she did not know how to apply them 

appropriately in class, but she would be more conscious of it and know where to seek 

answers. Therefore, Cindy believed that it is necessary for teachers to take a methodology 

course as they will benefit from learning methodologies which helps give them a focus 

and know what they are looking for, what they plan, and what steps they want to take.   

Cindy's Preference for Teaching Methods/Techniques 

Cindy preferred to use the Direct Method to teach her students as this was the way 

how she was taught the foreign languages. Cindy only allowed the target language, which 

is English, in classroom, and she would give examples in sentences or paragraphs to 

deconstruct them for her students to look at them specifically when teaching grammar. 

She also liked to have her students work together in groups with the target language in 

order to do a variety of activities to enhance their communication skills. Moreover, 

because she was teaching a listening and speaking class during the interviews, she tended 

to not to directly correct students' errors in class unless it was a grammar class. Instead, 
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she would pay more attention to students' fluency and pronunciation in the target 

language, and also to getting the main idea across for communication purposes. These 

became the major goal of her instruction.  

Sometimes, Cindy would have her students participate in games involving 

kinesthetic ideas from the Total Physical Response (TPR), so the students would not 

always have to sit at their desks in class but experience some exercises that would 

improve their learning efficiency. In one of Cindy's classes, I observed an activity called 

a ―secretary game,‖ which uses lots of movement. Basically, this game is a race where 

students are put into different pairs, and they have to come back and forth to memorize 

the lyrics on one side of the walls in the classroom, and then tell the lyrics to their 

partners on the other side to write down what they have heard. After Cindy made sure 

that her students had understood the rule of the game, she began to play an energetic song 

while they were going back and forth to memorize and report the lyrics sentence by 

sentence. As the students were negotiating meaning with their partners, Cindy walked 

around the classroom to make sure they were on the right track. After a while, the 

students in each pair switched to become the secretary. At the end of the game, Cindy 

checked the progress of each pair and those who completed the lyrics won. However, 

although Cindy liked this kind of physical activities, she found it hard to apply the TPR 

techniques, particularly the body movement, with more advanced classes. In her opinion, 

the TPR activities were more appropriate for her lower level classes as she could find 

more kinesthetic activities that were more hands-on. 

On the other hand, Cindy disliked the Grammar Translation Method because she 

did not agree that communication, the common goal of language learning, can be 
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achieved through translation. Moreover, she thought that the Audio-Lingual Method was 

too outdated as no teacher she knew still used this method presently. Meanwhile, she did 

not like the idea of memorizing conversation as she mentioned her parents had been 

taught a foreign language with this method when they were in high school. Her parents 

could only say sentences which they memorized afterwards. For some other 

methodologies with which Cindy was unfamiliar (e.g., Silent Ways, Suggestopedia, and 

Freirean Approach), she usually would not try them out in her class, except for one 

approach named, Task-Based Teaching, in that her spouse who is a Spanish teacher has 

been using it and she therefore would like to know more about and try to incorporate it 

into her lessons.               

A Story of an Unexpected Outcome of an Activity 

Occasionally, there was a lesson or activity that Cindy originally thought would 

be interesting for her students, but it did not work well eventually. She shared an 

experience of a discussion activity in which the outcome did not turn out as what she 

expected in the two classes she was teaching during the semester of our interviews. This 

was an activity that Cindy wanted her students to practice disagreement in a nice way, 

such as saying ―I see your points, but...‖, and ―you might be right about that, but...‖ 

instead of saying ―you are wrong.‖ She even consulted with her colleagues to look for a 

really good discussion topic that her students would have opinions about, and they came 

up with a good one: ―Should you marry someone of a different religion or race or from a 

different country?‖ What she had her class do was first they talked about things that they 

could say to agree and disagree, and what would be the nicer ways and less nicer ways, 

and then she put examples on the board, introduce the topic and then had them work in 
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groups to discuss. She asked half of the class to write pros and the other half to write the 

cons. After the discussion, they put their pros and cons on the board, so everyone could 

see their different opinions. Cindy then rearranged the groups where two students from 

pros and two from cons worked together to discuss. She thought that she had every stage 

of the activity well-prepared, so she was very surprised to find out that her students were 

actually very reluctant to express their disagreement on this topic. Cindy described that 

this activity was ―the worst ever‖ among her teaching experience, and she tried to figure 

out the reason: 

They don‘t want to say cons because I am in this relationship. I had to actually 

help them, and they were very…they just wouldn‘t do this activity. And I don‘t 

know if…I thought I set up the activity very well, you know, but I don‘t know 

was it the class? Was it that they were reluctant to say something to me because 

maybe they thought they would offend me? 

Cindy realized that her ESL students knew that she is married to someone from a 

different country and most of them have different attitudes toward their teachers than her 

American students who would just voice what they think, so her ESL students tended to 

be more polite and did not want to say anything that would offend her. Cindy's 

frustrations about this unsuccessful outcome are clearly revealed by her comment, ―This 

is one for me that has been most shocking, like from the activities, that is the most excited 

about, prepared for. I really built up their background. I have all sorts of goals.‖ 

However, she also recalled that there was another similar kind of discussion activity in 

which its topic she thought was boring, but her students enjoyed it. Therefore, she was 

certain that the problem of the unsuccessful discussion activity was not likely caused by 

the topic, but by her in that her students were reserved to express their opinions about the 

topic related to her marital background. Therefore, in addition to looking for topics that 

can trigger students‘ interests, Cindy found that it is also important to take ESL students‘ 
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cultural backgrounds and personalities into considerations when teachers are trying to 

prepare a discussion activity.     

Definitions of Effective Teaching  

From Cindy's perspective, effective teaching is too abstract to describe, but she 

believed that it is usually reflected on students' learning outcomes; she therefore paid 

more attention to students' learning in order to understand the effectiveness of her 

instruction. She viewed that a student's positive learning outcome is not necessarily 

reflected through a high score on a test. Instead, she would try to understand her students‘ 

learning situations from a lot of different aspects in class. For instance, for speaking 

ability, she could look at how her students could manage with their speaking in any 

verbal communication; for reading ability, she could tell if they have improved by how 

quick they could read an article and whether they could comprehend it; for vocabulary 

ability, she could tell if their vocabulary is increasing by using it and understanding it 

when they see it. In fact, some of Cindy's students knew a lot of vocabulary and had been 

using the vocabulary in writing and/or in conversation, but they just did very poorly on 

vocabulary tests due to the reasons that they did not like to take tests or were not good 

test takers. Cindy hence stressed that it is important to determine students' learning 

achievements from a variety of aspects rather than merely the test itself as she mentioned 

that she was not always concerned about the test results, but she cared more about if her 

students could really apply what they have learned in class so as to scrutinize how 

effective her teaching was and how she could adjust her teaching thereby.     
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Cindy's Goals in Teaching 

In the short term, Cindy planned to incorporate more technology into her 

curriculum because she, comparing with other teachers, had a better command of and felt 

more comfortable using technology which she believed could enhance students' language 

learning. However, Cindy expressed concern that using technology program devices in 

the classroom was sometimes a pain for her. Although this program has provided 

sufficient technology devices, such as projectors, laptops, DVD players, for the teachers, 

they still have to take those devices from a certain location and then transport them back 

and forth between the classrooms and the storage location on their own, which is very 

inconvenient for them. Therefore, she wished that someday she could be placed in a 

classroom which is completely equipped with necessary devices to better facilitate 

language teaching and learning. In addition, due to the fact that Cindy was less 

experienced in teaching ESL grammar and writing, she planned to observe other 

experienced teachers' grammar and writing classes to learn more different teaching 

methodologies and then she could eventually tailor them to her students' needs when 

teaching a grammar and writing class in the future.   

For Cindy's long term goal, she aimed to be a better teacher. She expressed her 

future goal this way: ―I want to keep improving. I don‘t want to become a teacher who 

doesn‘t care or is too tired or whatever to try new things.‖ She mentioned that she would 

like to try something that she had never done before, such as participating in a 

conference. Since Cindy was able to access all the research resources in ESL, and the 

program where she is working also provides as much support in conference participation 

as they could, she hoped to actually present some interesting findings from her teaching 
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at conferences. But the only thing that Cindy needed to overcome was her lack of 

confidence in presentations, so she wanted to strengthen her confidence as she gained 

more presentation experience from her teaching. Another thing that Cindy planned to do 

was to learn more about the knowledge of English and the languages of the students: 

I mean I know how to teach reading. I know how to teach. You know, it doesn‘t 

matter what language you teach. You still want to follow the same sort of 

methodology, but I just need to know more about my language, and more about 

the languages of the students that I have, and know more about their cultures 

because those things inform my teaching more.  

Since teaching ESL, Cindy had been troubled by the situation where she sometimes could 

not immediately solve her students‘ puzzles, so she realized that although she is an 

English native speaker, there are still many aspects in English that she should learn. Same 

to Cindy's students' languages and cultures, understanding them could help her 

understand the reasons behind her students' behavior and expect the language problems 

that they might encounter. Take her Arabic students for an example. There was a 

phenomenon that her Arabic students tended to not to do homework or spend time 

reading, and this always looked like that they apparently had some disciplinary issues. 

However, when she learned more about Arabic culture, she understood the reason why 

they did not do homework is because there is rarely a homework tradition in their 

country, and even their teachers in Arabia would not care whether they have completed 

the homework or not. Therefore, Cindy would not feel surprised and upset if her new 

Arabic students act like this; rather, she would be more prepared and patient to guide 

them to understand the importance of doing homework and reading.   
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Cindy's Suggestions for Teachers 

Suggestions for Novice ESL Teachers 

There are several things that Cindy suggested for new ESL teachers according to 

her two years of ESL teaching experience. First of all, she belived that it is important for 

teachers to relax and not to expect to be a great teacher when they just start teaching. 

Being a teacher does not make a person know everything; instead, there are more things 

that a new teacher needs to learn, especially in the area of ESL teaching as there still will 

be many kinds of knowledge about instruction and students that teachers need to know 

and many different situations that they may encounter. Hence, Cindy strongly 

recommended that it would be beneficial for beginning teachers to give themselves a 

break and time to develop in order to adapt themselves to the transition period. Moreover, 

Cindy was of the opinion that teachers should keep themselves updated, so she suggested 

that they should not be afraid to experiment and try new things, including other people's 

ideas and new ideas, methods and technology. For instance, if someone has found a very 

successful or a creative way to teach the English present perfect tense, it would be worth 

a tryout for teachers to use and adjust according to their students' needs, so they may 

know there is another better way to teach their students. Cindy also hoped new teachers 

to remember that ―student is responsible for their learning as well. It‘s not everything a 

teacher does.‖ From her personal experience, she realized that anyone could be an 

excellent teacher, but have a student who does not care about his/her own learning. 

Therefore, she stressed to the beginning teachers that ―there are some people that they 

don‘t want to learn and you can‘t take that personally. You can‘t make them all happy.‖ 

Meanwhile, in Cindy's opinion, it is important for teachers to be able to recognize if there 
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is a different reason for a student who does not show any interest in learning in order for 

them to understand how to help him/her to find a solution.  

Suggestions for Non-Native English Teachers 

Being a non-native Italian teacher for some years, Cindy realized that a non-native 

teacher actually has certain advantages that a native teacher does not have, so her first 

suggestion for non-native English teachers is to ―remember your advantages‖ as she 

explained in her words, 

Because when I was a non-native Italian teacher, I often felt like: Gees, I don‘t 

know as much vocabulary as the native teachers do, you know. My pronunciation 

isn‘t the same as the native speakers are, but I have…a non-native teacher has 

definitely advantages because they had to learn English, so they…the non-native 

teacher is always going to know, you know, how they were taught, how it was 

difficult for them. I knew in Italian what my students‘ problems are going to be 

because I had those problems. It helps you so much.  

As opposed to the situation that it was easier for Cindy to predict the difficulties that her 

American students would have in learning Italian, she sometimes found it hard to 

understand the reasons why her foreign students had certain difficulties in English which 

she originally thought would be easy tasks for them. In other words, for non-native 

English teachers, the greatest advantage is that they tend to easily identify their students' 

problems as they used to be English learners, and such a learning experience is the most 

valuable thing that they should remember that they can contribute. Moreover, if a non-

native English teacher is not confident in his/her speaking and worried about that his/her 

students are going to hear the mistakes he/she makes, Cindy advised that teachers have to 

always remember that ―you are trained, and no matter what, you know more than your 

students.‖ This also happened in Cindy's Italian classroom. She described that when she 

began to teach Italian, her Italian grammar was very poor, and she was very nervous 
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about it, too. She sometimes made mistakes in Italian, and the very alert students would 

point out her mistakes and tell her, ―Did you say this? You taught us that we are supposed 

to say this, and you said that‖ or there was something that she could not answer with 

confidence; so, in these situations, Cindy would respond to her students' questioning by 

praising them, such as ―Oh, yeah, you‘re right!‖ ―Sorry about that. You are so smart!‖ 

―What a good correction,‖ and ―I‘m really glad you were listening,‖ and then she would 

look for the answer after school. Meanwhile, her knowledge had also gradually been 

increasing whenever she had to find out the answers on her own. Hence, in Cindy's 

experience, it is normal for teachers to make mistakes and keep learning things while 

teaching and she emphasized that non-native teachers should not underestimate their 

advantages and always remember that they are the ones who have received professional 

training to teach students.  

Program Support 

―It's a very supportive environment‖ 

Cindy used to work in other programs where the atmosphere was very negative, 

but when she started teaching in this ESL program, she discovered for the first time that 

there actually existed a place filled with an extremely positive atmosphere. According to 

Cindy, the program provides all forms of support: When the teachers needed technology, 

they would obtain it; if they needed to engage in professional development, such as 

conferences participations, the program would encourage and support them both 

physically and financially by giving them research resources and stipends. Also, the 

program would always send information through e-mail to keep the teachers updated on 

new things related to language education. As a whole, Cindy thought the program was 



199 

 

 

 

trying to push them to be better teachers in a positive way, and she did not feel criticized 

here even though she was new in the area of ESL teaching. She recalled the experience of 

being observed by the associate director of the program when she first began teaching: 

When she came and observed me, I was a nervous wreck. You know, every 

person gets nervous. It‘s a rack. But she said, ―Oh! It‘s always a learning 

experience for me. I love to see what the teachers are doing. I love what you did 

when you did this, this and this.‖ And she was very positive.  

Cindy mentioned if there was any criticism, it is usually expressed in a gentle and caring 

way. Therefore, in addition to the physical environment that Cindy was satisfied, she was 

pleased that she could socially and physiologically work with the teachers in the program 

because they truly wanted to teach. Although they sometimes had different opinions from 

hers, she and every teacher had one thing in common in that they all want the students to 

learn. She further explained that the people in the program provided her with a different 

way of teaching and looking at students as she felt like becoming a more compassionate 

teacher to students and a more compassionate person to herself. So instead of having such 

strict standards for herself that were very hard for her to reach in the past, she learned 

from these teachers that she needed to relax herself and recognize that teaching is a also 

learning process. As a matter of fact, Cindy was very surprised that the teachers in the 

program do not only provide support in teaching to each other but they also care about 

each other. For example, when anyone of them is ill, the other teachers would coordinate 

for the schedule to bring food to the sick teacher, which was very different from the 

program where she used to work. Cindy had also personally experienced this situation: 

I had something that happened to me last semester in my personal life that was 

really bad. I knew it was going to affect my teaching and I came here, and I was 

able to tell them. Not everything, but enough. They surrounded me like a family. 

They said, ―We are going to help you. We are going to take care of you if you 

need help with this, if you need help with that.‖  



200 

 

 

 

To Cindy, the teachers in this program were not just her colleagues, but she felt like 

having a support group. Hence, even though there could be arguments and disagreements 

at work among them, Cindy had always considered that this program is doing everything 

the teachers need and is a great place where they could feel cared about.  

Summary 

The first year of Cindy‘s learning experience of the Italian language was not a 

pleasant memory for her due to two major reasons: First, most of Cindy‘s Italian 

teachers‘ instruction could hardly motivated her as they did not seem interested in 

teaching because they were graduate students who were just trying to accomplish their 

teaching assistantship. These assistantships were assigned by her Italian literature 

department that gave little weight to teaching methodology, and second, she never cared 

to try to find out good strategies to learn Italian as she was at a very young age. 

Eventually, Cindy fell in a vicious circle when she kept failing her Italian and was 

frequently absent from the Italian class as a result of losing all her interest in learning 

Italian. However, Cindy‘s life had changed after she had another Italian teacher whose 

appearance and personality appealed to her. More importantly, the teacher‘s enthusiasm 

in teaching and caring about individual students‘ success made Cindy want to study 

Italian earnestly, and thereby she had become an excellent Italian learner and determined 

to be a language teacher since then. In addition, Cindy‘s unsuccessful learning outcome 

with Spanish made her realize that the problem actually came from her overuse of a 

single learning strategy. Therefore, from Cindy‘s learning experience, she learned the 

importance of how a teacher‘s instructional methodology and personality can influence 
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students‘ motivation towards language learning as well as the importance of how the 

choice of learning strategies can benefit or impede language learning.         

As to the major sources for learning about the language instructional 

methodologies, Cindy gained knowledge mostly through academic courses and 

textbooks. When Cindy was pursuing her master‘s degree in Education, she received 

professional trainings and knowledge in language teaching. From the courses in the 

master‘s program she took, she was given the idea that the Grammar Translation and 

Audio-Lingual Methods are neither effective nor practical nowadays in language teaching 

because the current trend has been focused on enhancing both of learners‘ verbal and 

written communication skills. Also, in spite of the fact that she did not personally 

experience these two traditional methods as a student or teacher, she had seen how they 

adversely affected the foreign language learning outcomes for her parents. Therefore, 

Cindy always favored the Direct Method along with grouping techniques over those 

which place the development of learners‘ writing skills as a central goal.            

Although Cindy, long before teaching ESL in the program, had taken several 

courses related to teaching and one teaching methodology course that was specifically 

focused on the introduction of various contemporary language instructional methods and 

she even had some years of teaching experience with Italian, she went through a lot of 

transitions in her first years when teaching ESL. As opposed to the monolingual 

background that Cindy‘s American students shared, Cindy had to face an entirely 

different student composition of the various cultures and language backgrounds that her 

ESL students brought to class. In addition, since Cindy had no prior experience of 

teaching adult ESL learners. Thus, it was difficult for her to anticipate her students‘ 
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actual language proficiency at each level and to know how to adjust her teaching in 

advance. Moreover, teaching the four language skills (listening, speaking, reading, and 

writing) separately present Cindy with a hard time as she used to teach them as an 

integral whole. The change of textbooks every semester also overwhelmed her due to the 

reason that she had to spend time preparing for new appropriate materials and activities 

all over again each term to incorporate into the new textbook whereas in the past when 

teaching Italian using the same textbook every semester, it was easier for her to control 

her class time and continue to develop her lessons by adding more supplementary 

materials every semester when she became familiar with the textbook. Consequently, 

even though Cindy had received a formal and complete education in the knowledge of 

instructional methodologies, there were numerous transition issues intertwined with the 

teaching methodologies that she needed to overcome and adapt herself to before she 

could tailor her teaching methods to the needs of her ESL students.   

 Cindy‘s story constellation (see Figure 9) was threaded together by four story 

plotlines: the stories of learning foreign languages, stories of learning instructional 

methodologies, stories of teaching with instructional methodologies, and stories of 

transitions in ESL teaching. Among them, the stories of learning foreign languages and 

instructional methodologies were both given equally larger weight since Cindy 

demonstrated her long term experience and great confidence in the overall learning of the 

knowledge of Italian as well as the instructional methodologies with formal education 

and trainings. The stories of Cindy‘s ESL teaching with methodologies were illustrated 

with the smallest portion in her constellation because of her short-term experience in the 

field of ESL. Moreover, the forth plotline was overlapped with Cindy‘s stories of 

teaching with methodologies as Cindy indicated that there was a gap between knowing 
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the methodologies and putting them into practice due to the fact that she had been 

struggling through many difficult transitions in teaching ESL, and hence she showed less 

confidence in practicing the methodologies in real ESL classroom although she had 

sufficient knowledge of them.         

 

Figure 9. Cindy‘s Story Constellation: I Am Experiencing a Lot of "New Teacher 

Transition Frustrations" 
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Julie's Story Constellation 

Compared to most of the teachers whom I have, Julie seemed more organized and 

prepared. When I first began the interview with her, she opened her notebook on a table. 

She had plenty of notes in it. She mentioned that she jotted down all of her answers to the 

interview questions I sent her as well as some questions she had about them in order to 

ask for my clarifications. From her preparation for the interview, my first impression was 

that Julie would be the kind of teacher who would plan everything thoroughly in class in 

advance. Like Nancy, my other participant in my study who had a long history of 

teaching ESL, Julie was also an experienced teacher. Yet, she was different from Nancy 

and Cindy in that she was trained to be an ESL teacher and had been always teaching 

ESL since she graduated from her master's program. Therefore, it was interesting for me 

to delve into Julie's experiences and the meaning she gave to them as I also wanted to 

ponder how they are different from and/or similar to the experiences of Nancy and Cindy.       

Schooling Experience 

―I don't ever remember teamwork.‖ 

Like most of the teachers in this ESL program who had the experience of learning 

foreign languages, Julie had also taken German and Spanish courses previously. Julie 

studied German for a long time. She started it in junior high school and then continued to 

focus on it in senior high school and college. When Julie began to take the German class, 

she was very excited because she had been longing to learn a foreign language due to her 

interest in getting to know another culture. Nevertheless, when she became a language 

learner, she was neither the kind of student who liked to respond to teachers' questions 

nor was she one who would raise his/her hand to ask questions. She thought it was 
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awkward to hear herself saying something without perfect pronunciation in a foreign 

language. Because of her past experience of being a silent student in the German classes, 

Julie understood her students who did not like to answer questions even though she was 

always trying to urge them that they needed to learn English by practicing speaking. Part 

of the reasons why Julie stayed silent in class was a result of the classroom situations 

where her teacher never did any activity that was involved with group work and the 

teacher just sat in her chair in front of the students most of the time. And looking back on 

this experience, Julie realized the importance of incorporating group activities into her 

curriculum and she therefore emphasized ―that is something I implement a lot as a 

teacher as having my students work with partners.‖ As to Julie's Spanish class, she only 

took it for a year in college, but the class situation was almost identical in her German 

class where she could barely remember there was any teamwork involved, but students 

were primarily lectured and being called on. She recollected that one of her Spanish 

teachers would first look around the classroom and then ask the students questions. Once 

the teacher was going to select a student to answer a question, he joked with the class, 

―Who is the victim that I can ask this question?‖ in Spanish as the word, ―victim,‖ in 

English is almost the same as ―victima‖ in Spanish. Although her Spanish teacher was 

trying to show his sense of humor, this joke from Julie's perspective revealed that the 

teacher created a very teacher-centered classroom as he was very much in control who 

would ask and respond to his questions. 

Julie also mentioned the difficulties that she encountered when learning two 

foreign languages. After studying German for several years, Julie felt that she had ―kind 

of plateaued‖ and could not progress beyond a certain point due to two reasons: First, 

there was almost no opportunity at all for her to practice speaking this language inside or 
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outside of the classroom as she remembered the only time that she really used it was 

when spending two weeks in Germany and Austria. Second, since there were certain 

courses in German literature that she was required to take, she started to realize that 

reading German was not as interesting to her. She said she ―just hit the wall at that point.‖ 

For these reasons, Julie believed that if she had had more opportunities to speak German 

and used it in a German speaking country, it would have been beneficial for her 

continuous improvement in German. In contrast to the difficulties she had in learning 

German, Julie thought it was easier to learn Spanish even though she studied Spanish 

only for a year. She assumed that it could be attributed to the limited amount of time for 

her to learn the really difficult part of Spanish in a year, and also because there are more 

similarities in vocabulary between Spanish and English than there are between German 

and English. Furthermore, from Julie's perspective, the grammar in Spanish is not as 

difficult as that in German. Take the nouns for example; the nouns in Spanish are divided 

into masculine and feminine whereas German, in addition to the two aforementioned 

forms, has the third form of noun, neuter, which makes its grammar structure more 

complicated.      

Teaching Experience 

Julie's Story of Becoming an ESL Teacher 

―I came into it [(ESL teaching career)] accidentally.‖ 

Julie had always liked other cultures and had been interested in foreign languages, 

yet she did not have any idea about her future career in college. However, when she was 

in senior year,  she just learned about teaching English to non-native speakers. This 

teaching career seemed like a perfect job. It combined all of Julie's interests since she was 
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an English major and also liked other languages and cultures. Therefore, Julie chose to 

pursue an ESL teaching degree in graduate school. After completing her graduate degree, 

she immediately started working as a full-time adult ESL teacher. Since then, it has 

become her lifetime career. But, Julie recalled blushing a lot when she first began 

teaching because her ESL students would ask her questions which she did not know how 

to answer. It happened so often that she, from a native speaker's intuition, knew the 

answer was correct, but she just could not explain the underlying reason. Julie reflected 

on her experience as a beginning ESL teacher, and said, ―So this was a learning 

experience for me. That just knowing the right answer is not enough, and that being able 

to explain in a simple way is what I had to really need to learn how to do.‖ Hence, Julie, 

whenever she finished her classes, would always try to figure out the answers to her 

students' questions and then respond to the class the next day. In fact, she felt very 

fortunate because she began teaching with a nice class with the students who were very 

forgiving. The students appreciated that she was a very young teacher and would always 

look up information for them after class and then supply a satisfying answer.  

A Typical Day for Julie  

―90% of the time I have a well-planned lesson‖ 

Everyday before starting her class, Julie would go to check her mailbox in the 

office to see if there is any important announcement made by the ESL program that she 

needed to share with her students. Then she would organize her lesson plans, including 

homework assignments to return to her students and things she needed to prepare. The 

most important thing that Julie would always review before class were the exercises even 

though she had already prepared her lesson the day before. She wanted everything to be 
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as fresh as possible in her mind before she entered her classroom. When her students 

would arrive, Julie usually met and greeted with them, saying ―How's your day going?‖ 

or ―How was the weekend?‖ if it were a Monday class. Once every student was seated, 

she would start the class immediately as time is the essence in intensive English language 

programs. During the semester I interviewed Julie, she was teaching grammar and writing 

classes. She chose to focus on grammar and writing on alternate days instead of teaching 

both of them on the same day. In the grammar class, Julie would avoid having her 

students spend class time silently working on fill-in-the-blank exercises. Her students 

usually were assigned grammar exercises as their homework to bring back to class, and 

then they would quickly go through the answers together. On the other hand, in the 

writing class, Julie tended to spend more time having her students work on writing 

exercises in pairs as she observed where they needed more guidance on writing.  

After class, Julie would first correct the students' homework and then go through 

the textbook to prepare the next lesson. When preparing the in-class exercises from the 

textbook, she would always make certain that those she selected for her students would 

not make the class boring. In fact, Julie was very experienced in the selection of exercises 

for her students as she explained below: 

Some things that are dead in the book are okay to do in class, like with my 

grammar books, there are some listening exercises, and those are fine to do in 

class. Some are just fill-in-the-blanks, and I think the students are going to work 

at different speeds, so they can do it home. It‘s better.  

This explains why Julie rarely used fill-in-the-blank exercises as her class activities 

according to my observations in her classroom. In other words, she would discreetly read 

the exercises in the textbook to see if they could reinforce a grammar point for her 

students to effectively absorb or if they could present a grammatical structure in a more 
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communicative way in class that would be interesting for her students. In addition to the 

careful selection of exercises in the textbook, Julie also did not teach everything from the 

textbook. Rather, she would select important sections in the book that were related to the 

subjects she was going to teach or which contain grammar points in order to prepare her 

students to do an exercise. Moreover, when preparing her lessons, Julie would write 

down important things to do in class and as many examples as possible to further clarify 

certain English grammar points, which she identified based on her teaching experience. 

Therefore, the notebook which she usually took with her to class served as a reminder for 

her to remember the lessons she had already taught as well as the material she was going 

to teach. The other purpose of this notebook was that Julie thought it gave her students 

the impression that she was well-prepared because they could see that she had written 

something down, and hence there was a visual aspect that helped them feel that their 

teacher was prepared.  

Apparently, class preparation was extremely important in Julie's daily routine as 

she stated ―90% of the time I have a well-planned lesson‖ and that was something she 

learned from her past experiences. She recalled when she was a novice teacher preparing 

for a lesson, she would simply scan her textbook and think from an English native 

speaker's perspective: ―Oh! Present perfect. Oh! Future tense, I know that!‖ 

Unexpectedly, her ESL students would start asking her questions, such as how to 

differentiate between ―will‖ and ―be going to‖ although they are sometimes 

interchangeable, so as to know when to use them appropriately in different contexts. It 

became the situation where Julie would have to pause her lesson and immediately provide 

an explicit explanation of the grammar usage to her students on the spot. This often made 

her nervous and unable to think. Therefore, she realized that 



210 

 

 

 

as a new teacher, just because I know how to use it, it doesn‘t mean I have 

thought about how to explain it to someone who doesn‘t know the language. So 

yes, I am very…I am probably over prepared in some ways. 

When preparing for grammar lessons, Julie would also try to anticipate her students' 

difficulties from a non-native speaker's perspective and write an example for every 

possibility in her notebook because when standing in front of the class and having all her 

students' eyes staring at her, she sometimes just could not promptly think of an ideal 

explanation for her students. Thus, Julie would always attempt to have her class prepared 

as detailed as possible. Also, whenever Julie, after years of English teaching experience, 

needed to think of example sentences for her class preparation or to answer her students' 

English questions in class, she would try to use her students' names and things she knew 

about them so that every student could relate to them as opposed to something in the 

textbook that was too abstract for the students to understand. This was also reflected in 

one of Julie's classes I observed. On one occasion, there was the word, ―bargain,‖  

appearing in the exercise in the textbook. Julie did not explain its definition directly to 

her students. Instead, she immediately made an example of ―bargain‖ by acting it out 

with a student in order to demonstrate its meaning and usage in context to the whole 

class. She further asked her students if they had ever bargained in their home countries to 

have them relate their experiences to the vocabulary in everyday life. Through this 

strategy, Julie's students' knowledge of English vocabulary and grammar was built and 

strengthened more effectively in an interactive classroom environment rather than a 

solely lecture classroom.         

Relationship between ESL Teachers and Students 

In Julie's opinion, ESL teachers like those in her program are very different from 

other groups of teachers. She explained that first, the formality between teachers and 
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students in her program had lowered as a result of the fact that students at her program 

usually called the teachers by their first names, so they seemed to have a closer 

relationship with each other. Second, she thought their teachers helped ESL students 

much more than high school teachers or a university professor would. Not only would 

students be helped with the language, Julie and her colleagues would also introduce and 

orientate students to American culture. Thus, it was common for the teachers to be aware 

of their students' issues in everyday life and then follow up the issues, such as whether 

they were living well, whether they knew how to obtain a driver's license and how to take 

a bus to certain places and so on. Conversely, in high school, teachers may explain the 

American culture to students, but probably did not provide much support on students' 

everyday life issues which usually would be typically taken care of by their parents or 

guardians. My observations in Julie's class and the interviews with her indeed reflected 

that she cared about and knew her students well. She knew about her students' hobbies, 

background information and their everyday life situations such as where and with whom 

they were living.  Moreover, Julie emphasized that it is important that ESL teachers 

correct students' behavior because she believes that they need to let their students know 

what is correct behavior in American classrooms. Hence, when they enter a U.S. 

university, they would not be embarrassed or fail classes. To give an example of the 

correction of students' behavior, Julie told a story about a class incident involving with 

culture differences: She used to have a group of Japanese students. One day, they were 

just sitting in the classroom but falling asleep. Julie thought if they were going to sleep, 

they should just stay home. She then explained to these students that in American culture, 

it is rude for teachers to see students sleeping in class. However, at the same time, she 

realized that in Japanese culture, it was more rude for students to be absent from class, so 
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the students thought it was at least more respectful to come to class even if they were not 

going to pay attention. These kind of situations occasionally happened in Julie's class, 

and therefore she thought it was necessary to advise her students when they did 

something that did not conform with American classroom traditions and to teach them 

what would be considered appropriate. In brief, ESL teachers, from Julie's perspective, 

play more than a regular teacher's role. They are sometimes like a life consultant who 

introduces American culture to students and gives them suggestions on how to navigate 

in it, and sometimes like a family member or friend who cares about students personally 

not just with respect to their academic work.      

Characteristics of Students 

 Active and passive students 

Like the other two ESL teachers whom I interviewed, Julie also recognized that 

there are different learning characteristics among her ESL students. She mentioned a lot 

of her students were from the countries in the Middle East where there is no reading 

tradition, and therefore, it was less likely to find these students reading for pleasure. 

Despite their weakness in reading, she found her Middle Eastern students tended to have 

very good speaking skills, which was often reflected on their high scores for the oral 

interview when they took the placement test for entering the program. As for her Asian 

students, they were just the opposite in that they wee good readers, good at doing quiet 

work that did not involve interacting with another person and shy about speaking and 

answering questions in class. Then, there were her Latin and African students, Julie found 

they tended to generalize English words because of the languages they spoke. Because 

French, Portuguese, and Spanish, are all Romance languages, there is great similarity in 
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the vocabulary and language structures with English. As a result, her Romance language 

speakers generally had an easier time learning English than the other groups of speakers. 

According to Julie, it is, to some extent, dangerous to stereotype ESL students due to the 

fact that it can lead to over generalizations about racial and ethnic groups and then their 

actual individual needs could consequently be neglected. Nevertheless, as long as 

teachers always bear in mind that there are always exceptions to stereotypes, 

understanding certain characteristics of students could still help raise teachers' 

awarenesses and sensitivites to their students' learning situations. Julie described the 

following principle:  

If you know that some of them are from a culture where it‘s not comfortable for 

them to speak, then you know it‘s not that they don‘t know how to speak; it‘s that 

they need 10 seconds to kind of get it in their heads before they feel comfortable 

speaking. Or you know that someone is a really good speaker from a particular 

culture that it doesn‘t mean there aren‘t some mistakes once they put their pencils 

to paper and try to write an essay or something.   

Therefore, in the case of Asian learners' characteristics, ESL teachers have to be mindful 

that some of them may need more processing time in speaking, so the teachers sometimes 

have to quiet the very vocal learners to provide Asian learners with more opportunities to 

express themselves. Moreover, Julie considered pair work very useful when there were 

both quiet and vocal learners in her class. These good speakers oftentimes thought they 

were in a class full of people who did not know English very well, but the English that 

these quiet students produced was actually very accurate. Thus, when these two groups of 

students exchanged writing in pair work activity, they could see that their quiet partners 

had much better writing skills than they did. In other words, when Julie paired her 

students with different cultures or native languages together, they could often help each 

other as they possibly were experiencing different language issues. Another advantage of 
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pairing a quiet and vocal students was that the one who is shy and quiet would feel more 

comfortable talking to one person rather than in front of the entire class where he/she 

would possibly be so anxious that he/she might make more mistakes. Furthermore, Julie 

found that most of her vocal and outgoing students, when having conversation with 

others, tended to be relaxed and friendly, so she thought such a paring could put the quiet 

one more at ease and, at the same time, lessen his/her pressure to initiate all the talking. 

The outcome of this pairing technique usually turned out very positive in Julie's class as 

she noted: ―I'll see people who look very almost scared in class smiling and talking when 

I put them in pairs.‖ 

 Stories of Julie's two ESL students 

In the semester when I interviewed Julie, she particularly paid attention to two of 

her ESL students who acted diversely although both were Asians. One of them was a 

quiet Korean student whose age was about 30 who had done military service before. This 

student looked passive, but Julie did not think that was who he really was as he had more 

life experience than the younger students. However, even though this student had more 

experiences that should put him in a superior position in class, he was suddenly back in a 

position of having to speak in very simple terms in another language. Therefore, Julie 

believed that for people like this quiet student, part of the reason may be their passive 

classroom cultures of taking a passive role in their home countries. Another major reason 

could be their loss of their identities because they cannot express who they really are in 

English. Julie's assumption about this students proved correct when this Korean student 

started to do paired work with an Angolan student who seemed more active. The Korean 
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student did not only try to speak more, but also tried to be humorous with his partner as 

she described below, 

[The two students] sat next to each other; they started joking with each other. 

Sometimes they almost acted like they didn‘t like each other, but it was like a joke 

between them. Because when I said you could choose any partner you would like, 

they always chose each other, so they had developed sort of…I guess you could 

say a friendly bantering with each other, but it helped...I think it helped the 

Korean student. 

This is just one of the successful cases in Julie's class that pairing a passive learner with 

an active and friendly partner made the passive individual more comfortable participating 

in class. Hence,  pairing had always been one of her favorite teaching techniques.   

As opposed to the Korean student who needed incentives to speak up, the other 

Asian student who came from Mainland China in Julie's class had a behavioral issue in 

that he acted rude on several occasions. The first incident happened when Julie asked her 

students to pair themselves up to put the class into groups. There was a female African 

student who enjoyed talking. Yet she sometimes did not know when would be an 

appropriate moment to end the discussion. When she was in a small group that the 

Chinese student was in, he did something that made it clear that he did not want her to 

join his group. Although Julie did not hear the comment the Chinese student had for the 

African student, she could tell from his facial expression and his two group members' 

panicked look of not knowing what to do that he must have said something rude to 

decline the African student's participation in the group. And then, the African student 

responded that she would just work alone. In this situation, Julie was upset that this 

Chinese student did not care about people's feeling about his impolite behavior, so she 

told the female student that she would be her partner. In the end, another African student 

who also saw this situation voluntarily came to work with this female student. In 



216 

 

 

 

addition, Julie remembered whenever she returned her students' tests, this Chinese 

student would look at his test score and say words that are considered vulgar and profane 

in English. Over the semester, this student's disrespectful behavior increased. Toward the 

end of the term, Julie, when handing back her students' papers, even saw that this student 

would try to grab them from his classmates to see what their scores were without their 

approval. To Julie, this student was a special case whose image was far from that of a 

typical Asian learner. According to her, his rudeness could be attributed to the factor that 

he as a young man did not seem to understand boundaries, and then suddenly he was 

surrounded by more freedom than he used to have and also learned that things are more 

relaxed in the United States than in his home country. As a result, this student did not 

realize how to cope with this freedom as well as ―how far is too far‖ with respect to other 

people's personal boundaries. 

Julie's Syllabus Design 

Although the ESL program had a basic syllabus template, the teachers still had a 

great deal of freedom to design their syllabi according to their individual needs. The only 

thing that the teachers had to follow was to make sure that they include every topic/theme 

from their curriculum guide in their syllabi, and they could choose to teach theme in any 

particular order. When designing the syllabus, some teachers listed a very detailed lesson 

plan about what they were going to do each day of the week. As for Julie, she preferred to 

have a little more wiggle of room in her syllabus, so she listed her lesson plans by week. 

By doing so, she would not look like she was far off from what she had planned. For 

instance, if she were at least in the right chapter in the right week, and then she would 

feel that she was still on schedule both for herself and her students. Also, this flexible 
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weekly lesson plan gave her opportunities to add class activities or adjust her lessons 

when necessary. As to the grading system, Julie did not grade her students' work in 

particular according to the percentage of every assignment and exam. This approach was 

one that Julie described as ―very micro sort of grading‖ and was used commonly by 

others. Rather, she tended to grade her students' work holistically, and since she was 

teaching non-credit courses, she felt reasonably comfortable grading in this way. 

In addition to the course objectives and textbook information that were required 

for the teachers in the program to include in their syllabi, Julie also mentioned there was a 

special category, called student folder requirement, that had to be listed in every teacher's 

syllabus. She explained that this folder requirement was meant for students appeals if 

they were unable to enter the next level class because of the low scores they received 

from the Michigan test and/or writing sample. If their teachers also felt they did not agree 

with that decision, they could show these folders where the students' work was collected 

throughout the entire semester as proof that they actually did much better than that on the 

Michigan test, and their low scores on the test might have been affected by certain 

unexpected reasons. When the appeal was processed, students' names would be kept 

confidential to avoid prejudice. Three teachers from the program would read the appeal, 

and two of the three teachers must agree that the student should pass. But at the same 

time, this student folder requirement has also been used to prevent students from going to 

the next level. Julie shared a brief story of a case. She had a student who received a very 

high score on the final writing test, but he actually studied in a lower level class and had 

never been able to write paragraphs according to his past work in the folder. As a result, 

the teachers investigated this case and found that his high writing score was a result of 

cheating and memorizing certain writing samples. In the end, the teachers decided this 
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student should not pass the writing test. Thus, the program used the student folder 

requirement to judge whether students had met the English proficiency requirements for 

entering the next level class instead of depending merely on the scores derived from the 

Michigan and writing sample tests that account for 75% of the final evaluation.  

The Best Ways to Language Learning    

Julie believed that there is no shortcut to language learning, so the most important 

way to learn a language for her is simply study. Also, there has to be some memorization 

involved for some aspects of a language like vocabulary. Reading is another way that 

Julie recommended because reading, according to research (Garan & DeVoogd, 2011; 

Krashen, 2004; Pigada & Schmitt, 2006; Waring & Takaki, 2003) can benefit vocabulary 

learning as well as grammar understanding. Moreover, to have better command of a 

language, Julie thought practice of the four language skills was essential. Due to the fact 

that Julie learned foreign languages in the United States, she recalled that most of her 

opportunities for practice speaking were artificial within classrooms with other English 

native speakers; therefore, when she became the teacher, she tried to create opportunities 

for her students to speak English even in a writing class, and also encourage them to 

continue to practice speaking English outside of the classroom.  

Learning Strategies       

The same as the aforementioned approaches to language learning, the first 

strategy that Julie recommended her students to use is memorization. Although she 

admitted it sounded boring, she thought memorization is indispensible when students are 

learning new English vocabulary and irregular verbs. To Julie, memorizing things does 

not necessarily mean learning by rote; rather, she believed that there are strategies to 
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make the memorization more effective. A memorization strategy that Julie often 

encouraged her learners to use is to make flash cards by writing a word on one side of a 

little note cards and its definition on the other. She further explained how to use the flash 

cards:  

Because they can carry [them] around, if they have a few minutes, they can look 

at [them]. And I find it, you know, if you have something just in the list that you 

are memorizing, you keep learning those the ones on the top of the list, and not 

the ones at the end, so well, this way [(using flash cards]) you can weed out the 

ones that you already know.    

She found the whole flash card system worked well because she had personally 

experienced it  when she was a foreign language learner. She would pull out the flash 

cards that had the words she knew in order not to keep studying those she already knew. 

Also, because of the portability of the flash cards, Julie remembered back at high school 

even if she would be in a study hall, she could give the cards to any of her schoolmates 

who might not even studying the language, and they could say, ―Yeah! That looks like 

what the word is,‖ which made the memorization more interesting for her. Since Julie's 

ESL students were studying English in another culture in the United States, another 

strategy that she also strongly encouraged was to capitalize on any chances to practice 

English outside of class as she described in the following passage:  

...even anything mundane, like ordering something in a fast-food restaurant, or 

watching the news on TV in English, picking up a newspaper and just looking at 

the headline or pictures and seeing if they can understand the words, or go under 

picture finding something they are interested in and reading about it.    

 So, from Julie's perspective, anything in everyday life can be good chances to practice 

language skills. If her female students were interested in fashion, she would tell them to 

read fashion magazines; if her male students were interested in sports, they could choose 
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sport magazines. By doing this, they might find reading interesting, which would be sort 

of a hook for them to learn English.        

There is also a language learning strategy that Julie did not suggest her students to 

use:  translation. In Julie's opinion, translation can take a leading role in the language 

learning process at the beginning level, yet when her students were at the intermediate 

level, her students should also use other strategies to facilitate their learning. Sometimes, 

students would tell her that when they were writing an essay, they were thinking the 

sentence out in their own languages first, and then trying to translate it into English. 

However, this is the step that Julie wanted them to avoid because, in the end, translation 

can take extra time for them to process the language, and also languages do not always 

translate in the same order or in the same way, so it ultimately causes more mistakes. For 

this reason, Julie opposed the use of electronic dictionaries which carry not only the 

English-English dictionary data, but also the bilingual translation function. This was 

because first, she found some of her students always relied on this function, and it was 

hard for her to strictly limit the use of the translation dictionaries by her students even 

though they might say that they were only using the English-English dictionaries in class. 

Second, some electronic dictionaries from other countries had strange translation or word 

forms that the English native speakers do not use. Julie recalled there were several 

occasions that her class was working on word forms, and she would ask her students if 

they could find an adverb for a certain English word which was not supposed to have an 

adverb form, and then most of the students would respond that they could not find the 

adverb form for that word, but someone with the electronic dictionary would say that 

he/she found this, and when Julie looked at it, she would then find out that this was not a 

word used by English native speakers, so she had to tell her class that the word might 
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have existed before, but it was so obscure that they did not need to know. Thus, if Julie's 

students wished to use dictionaries, she would always suggest them to use those English-

English versions designed particularly for ESL learners, and she would usually prepared a 

photo or picture dictionary along with a regular word dictionary in her classroom. Hence, 

when her students had questions about vocabulary, they could immediately look up 

problems in these dictionaries. Nevertheless, Julie did not allow her students to use any 

dictionary when she had them work on a timed writing which emulated the writing test at 

the end of a semester. This was because they would unintentionally ignore the writing's 

overall focus on communicating as a result of the fact that it usually took longer for them 

to look up one word in a dictionary, and she did find they sometimes did better without 

using a dictionary.  

Students' Difficulties in Language Learning 

From Julie's perspective, most of her students' difficulties in learning English 

came from their first language. To explain how native language influences English 

learning, she shared an experience of attending a presentation about language 

comparative analyses given by her Vietnamese colleague. In the presentation, her 

colleague gave plenty of examples in English to demonstrate how in Vietnamese it would 

be said as well as how Thai, Khmer, and Vietnamese are all similar in their structure. In 

the latter examples, since grammar among these three Asian languages is the same, all a 

learner has to do is to simply study new words. This presentation made Julie reflect on 

the difficulties that her ESL students' native languages created in learning English. 

Because the structure in French and Spanish is almost identical, she saw that her French 

and Spanish learners often already knew how to do the English writing whereas her Asian 



222 

 

 

 

and Middle Eastern learners tended to encounter more difficulties because they had to 

learn a whole new pattern in English. In addition to the differences in language structure, 

Julie regarded articles, prepositions, idioms and slangs difficult parts of English that often 

troubled most of her ESL learners and led them to make more mistakes. Julie further 

explained that sometimes her students also felt troubled by just a simple word because of 

double meanings of the word or felt confused by a joke, and then the American humor 

fell flat because it was the culturally and politically nuanced. According to Julie, she had 

personally experienced some similar situations before, and thus she could understand 

how her students would feel in such situations. She recalled that there was an Australian 

teacher in the ESL program, and one time that teacher said that she needed a ―flex,‖ but 

all the other teachers including Julie had no idea what she meant. Eventually, they 

realized a flex is an extension chord in Australian English. Even the same language in 

different regions can develop different meanings for the same word. Hence, Julie came to 

imagine the numerous challenges that her students had to face when learning a different 

language. Moreover, in her opinion, listening, among the four language skills, is the most 

difficult one for her students to learn, and it is universal for anyone who is learning 

another language as she explained below: 

...when you are reading and studying, you control the speed of how fast you are 

going over each word, and it doesn‘t have an accent. But when you try to listen, 

especially in real life, you have no control over the speed, or the accent that is 

coming out of that. And if it‘s a conversation, you can‘t rehearse it ahead of time. 

You don‘t know what the other person is going to say.      

Julie's students also viewed listening skills as a difficult aspect of English learning. Julie 

once brought up a discussion about a movie called Terminal (2004), which is a movie 

about a man who is left stranded at a terminal in the John F. Kennedy International 

Airport in New York because he is neither allowed to enter the U.S. nor return to his 
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home country where a revolution is taking place. Both Julie and her students felt deeply 

connected to this movie because the man who knew very little English just smiled and 

said yes to every question when going through custom and immigration, and this is 

exactly what happened when Julie and her students went to another country with little or 

no knowledge of the language spoken there. Saying yes seemed like a universal response 

even if they did not understand the meaning of a question they were asked to answer. 

Since listening is the skill that brought the most challenges for Julie's students, when 

teaching her students listening skills, Julie tried to explain and demonstrate what might 

confuse them in real life situations. She took people who work at the fast-food restaurants 

as an example. She said that they have to say the same thing over and over all day, so 

after a while, they do not speak clearly in certain situations. When taking an order from 

customers, several words would be omitted from the sentence, Do you want fries with 

that?, and then it was shortened as Wanna fries with that? which could sometimes hardly 

be understandable even by an English speaking customer. Another example Julie 

mentioned is when checking out at a grocery store, the cashier may ask customers to 

choose either a paper or plastic bag for their groceries by simply saying, ―Paper or 

plastic? ‖ instead of a complete interogative sentence (i.e., Do you want your groceries in 

a paper or plastic bag?). To Julie, people from another country may not understand the 

meaning of the reduced sentence or be familiar with two choices for a bag, so this 

represents a linguistic and a cultural issue for foreigners how to speak English.   

Furthermore, Julie pointed out that although writing is a productive skill unlike 

listening which is a passive one, the difficulty level of writing usually depends on 

students' language backgrounds. Listening, on the other hands, involves expectations of 

saying something in response and hence immediate comprehension is crucial. For this 



224 

 

 

 

reason, listening is regarded by Julie as the most difficult skill and writing as the next 

difficult skill for her students. As she mentioned previously about how native language 

creates difficulties in learning English, it was usually easier for her French and Spanish 

speakers to learn English writing because the organization as well as vocabulary between 

English and their language is very similar. However, the writing systems, the whole 

organization of sentences and composition in Asian or Middle Eastern cultures are 

different from English. Generally speaking, learning reading and speaking skills caused 

the least difficulties for Julie's students, and she thought the difficulty level of these two 

skills varied depending on her students' personalities as well as their cultures. As Julie 

mentioned earlier about her students' characteristics, her Middle Eastern students came 

from cultures that were more oral, so they tended to speak English with ease. Yet, these 

students did not read very much in their cultures except for The Koran, Islam's holy book, 

and therefore it was rare for them to read for pleasure the way that Westerners do. To 

summarize, the most challenging part of learning English reading Julie found for her 

Middle Eastern students was that when they came to study in the U.S., there were not 

only volumes of reading for them to complete in academic situations, but also they 

needed to learn to form their own points of view after reading. On the contrary, reading 

might not be considered a difficult part for Julie's Asian students to learn since Asian 

cultures have an established habit of studying and reading, and even though not everyone 

of them would enjoy reading, she thought they generally would not view it as ―a horrible 

task.‖ At the same time, the common barrier in addition to English listening and writing 

for her Asian students was to voice their opinions in English. 
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Julie's Difficulties in Teaching 

 Difficulties in terms of language course subjects 

Among all the courses that Julie had taught, she particularly favored the grammar 

course when she first started teaching since she encountered the least difficulties with 

grammar instruction. Grammar is the most consistent aspect of a language as she 

amusingly described, ―The verb tenses have not changed since I started teaching, you 

know. The present perfect tenses are still present perfect tense.‖ Nevertheless, as Julie's 

teaching experience increased, she realized that it was not enough to simply know about 

grammar. The difficult aspect was that she needed to be able to immediately explain it to 

her students and anticipate any difficulties they might have with grammar. Moreover, 

English grammatical structures may not have experienced a radical change in recent 

years. However, every time Julie opened a new reading book and even though she was 

teaching the same concepts in her reading class, there was always a different set of 

vocabulary. Julie had to stay alert so that she would not miss any new vocabulary words 

in her teaching. Another difficult aspect of reading instruction for Julie was that it is hard 

to point to something and simply indicate this is the right answer like those questions 

about grammar which can be explained by one answer. This is because the fact that 

reading questions sometimes could involve different opinions, stances or values. As to 

the writing course, Julie admitted that she had ―a lot of hate relationship‖ with it because 

the most difficult part for her was when she had to correct all those papers collected from 

her students. On the other hand, through reading her students' papers, Julie learned more 

about her students and better understood what was going on with them, which was 

another aspect that she liked about teaching writing. Because each of the courses Julie 
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taught had different kinds of difficulties and challenges for her, she did not think there 

was any course that was truly easy to teach or she preferred to teach. She, in fact, liked all 

of them --- but for different reasons.          

 Difficulties in terms of learners' issues    

In Julie's teaching experience, the most difficult part she encountered was to 

maintain students' motivation levels and make them feel engaged in class. She explained 

several situations in her class: Sometimes, some of her students loved to talk but disliked 

to read, so if she were having her class do a reading-based assignment, she had to figure 

out how to make them involved. Another situation was how to deal with a class of 

students with uneven skill levels: If there were students who could hardly write and 

students who could write well and finish the writing quickly, she needed to know how 

much time to spend on the writing assignment to balance her learner needs. The third 

situation is a combination of the former two cases: If she had her students engage in a 

listening activity where they needed to repetitively listen to a passage in English, and 

after a couple of times of listening, one group of students might think that they already 

understood the passage and start to lose their interest and feel bored, but the other group 

of learners might think that the passage was still too difficult for them to understand, and 

want to hear it three more times. It was thus hard for Julie to determine the amount of 

time to spend on a particular task as well as keep the right balance without frustrating 

students who had enough of the listening and those who still needed more of it to 

understand. Julie depicted these situations as ―constant challenges‖ for her every 

semester, and since it was nearly impossible to satisfy each of her students at the same 

time, she had been trying to teach to the middle although she always desired to meet all 
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her students' learning needs. To conclude, Julie once again explained in her own words 

the difficulty that she often faced in her teaching is    

...keep[ing] people consistently motivated and interested on a day to day basis. 

You know, adding enough variety and changing the routines while still marching 

through the curriculum. And for me the constant challenge is making it fun and 

interesting but also covering the ground that you need to.               

Julie's Challenges in Teaching 

There had always been a variety of challenges throughout Julie's teaching career, 

and two of them represented the most challenging issues because their constant 

occurrence made her learn to cope with them differently depending on the situations. The 

first challenge for Julie was the time issue because there was often not enough time to 

complete everything or balance her lessons through all the course requirements while still 

having a little fun for, say, a Halloween party in the fall term, or showing a movie in class 

for her students to have a break and for something other than academic work. Especially 

when comparing with the courses focused on listening, speaking and reading skills, 

writing was usually the activity that had major time restrictions because Julie found her 

students processed their thoughts at different rates. Some would complete writing in 20 

minutes, but some would need a much longer time frame to do it. Also, with the group 

activities (although they often led to effective learning outcomes in Julie's classroom), 

she always had to be aware of how much time she could take for her students to complete 

it satisfactorily.  

The second challenge Julie often encountered was to deal with students who were 

not engaged when she began a new class. She believed there was always a reason behind 

students' disengaged attitude in class:  
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...sometimes there was so much going on and you don‘t know what‘s going on in 

their personal lives that it‘s just hard to reach them. You don‘t know if they‘ve 

burned out or they‘ve got news from home that is upsetting them. They don‘t like 

where they live. 

 Julie recalled how she once noticed a difference in one of her students' behavior. This 

student started to be tardy for school often, and also, her academic performance was not 

as good as it used to be. Julie managed to talk to the student and realized that her sister 

was going to have a baby. However, there had been complications for her sister, which 

created concerns for her. Even though Julie was not able to provide a solution, after their 

talk, her student seemed better because Julie understood why she acted differently. 

Another example involved another student who was attending Julie's class during the 

semester of our interviews. This student was also often late for class and submitting 

homework, and he always looked tired in class as if he were mentally absent. According 

to Julie's past experience with her students, it was very likely that the student stayed up 

very late at night, and other people, friends or roommates who perhaps had different 

schedules persuaded and/or influenced him to stay up late. So, spending the whole night 

chatting with friends half way around the world often happened with Julie's students. 

Also, this student had problems with his homework. Once Julie asked every student to 

think about three technological devices that have changed the way people communicate. 

The particular student wrote only three sentences: Cars are good because I can get 

around. Light helps me see in the dark. A bed helps me to sleep and I am comfortable. 

Obviously, this tired student did not pay attention when Julie was giving instruction. 

Moreover, the student's disengaged attitude also affected his classmates when they 

worked in groups. Julie said this student was ―kind of a drag on the rest of the class.‖ 

Therefore, to limit any adverse impact that the student might cause on the progress of the 

in-class group work, Julie usually placed him in a group with another two students, so his 
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two partners could still work together even if he were not engaged. As a matter of fact, 

since this was not the only time that Julie had a student like this, she found that this kind 

of students' behavior often related to self-discipline and responsibility. In her opinion, 

although American students seem have more freedom than those in some other countries, 

when American students enter university, most of them no longer have their parents' 

urging them to submit homework and to attend classes on time. As this ESL program 

aimed to prepare students for American university, Julie thought it was imperative for her 

students to learn to be responsible for themselves and understand any consequences that 

their behavior might lead to. However, Julie had actually tried different ways to help the 

student. Then he would come to sit in the class, but his body language only revealed that 

he was tired. After several unsuccessful attempts to motivate this student, she and her 

colleagues decided to give him notice that he was going to fail his courses in an attempt 

to provoke him to be more serious about school work. Julie believed that students --- such 

as this one --- ―sometimes have to fall flat on their face in order to learn.‖ Thus, students' 

learning or behavior issues have always been challenging for Julie since she often had to 

try different solutions before her students with problems were able to demonstrate 

significant improvement.   

Changes in Julie's Teaching 

After teaching for more than two decades, Julie thought she had become a better 

prepared ESL teacher. Because she had more experiences with students from different 

countries and cultures, she knew what kind of confusions in English learning her various 

groups of students were going to encounter and she could better anticipate questions they 

may have. Additionally, Julie had tried to be less controlling and at the same time be 
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more accepting of students with different learning styles. For instance, she would 

sometimes let her students make decisions on how to proceed with a class activity instead 

of always having them follow her pre-planned activity. Sometimes when something from 

her students' life was reflected in the contents of her lessons, which made her students 

want to be actively engaged in a conversation about it, she would let them spend time on 

this discussion because she believed they could also learn English from these incidents in 

class. Julie further shared a specific example of a change in her lesson at the end of the 

semester when I interviewed her. Her original plan was to have her students complete two 

formal three-to-five paragraph essays in the semester. However, she described half of the 

class was like ―walking through deep snow‖when they were working on the outline for 

the first essay. Also they were running out of time. So after looking at the situation in 

which her students began to lose interest in essays but had learned enough about basic 

writing skills, she decided to spend more time on grammar practice that would help them 

do better on the final exams. Thus, Julie thought the class dynamics and energy are two 

crucial indicators of whether teachers need to make a decision to change their lesson 

plans. However, it would be problematic if a lesson needs to be modified on the spot in 

class when there are no proper teaching supplies. In a situation where students did not 

prepare for an exercise they were told to complete at home and share in class, Julie would 

try to salvage the lesson in a different way. That is, instead of changing the entire lesson 

plans, she would tell her students to work on the exercise in pairs for ten minutes and 

then ask them to put their answers on the board to share with the class. 

Another change in Julie's teaching was that although Julie had been more 

confidence in teaching, she still had been constantly learning different ways to teach 

English, 
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I wouldn‘t say that ―okay, I have been teaching so long, and I know how to do it 

now.‖ I feel there are always new ways to do things, and certainly the students 

that I have now have grown up, say, with technology that students 20 years ago 

didn‘t have. So, I guess I try to change with the times. 

Not only would Julie always try to keep her knowledge in teaching methods and 

information of  assistant tools updated, but she also would try to keep up with the change 

in recent content and organization of ESL textbooks. Throughout her teaching career, 

Julie found that the focus of the ESL grammar textbooks has tended to be much more 

communicative than before. In the past, they were very often organized according to 

grammar rules and hence put a lot of emphasis on understanding and memorizing. One of 

the typical ESL textbook examples that Julie gave were those coauthored by Betty Azar 

and Stacy Hagen. In this case, each chapter has one specific grammar focus and is 

composed of numerous fill-in-the-blanks exercises. However, she described below how 

many of the textbooks nowadays as structured in a different way: 

Here is a little story, and it‘s showing you the grammar that it is going to teach. 

And everything in the chapter is built around the theme that is started out with the 

story so that you have something to talk about. You‘ve already got some sort of 

topic that is built into the chapter as opposed to ―This is the rule. Now, use it.‖  

Although the grammar books that Julie had been recently using in her classes were those 

integrated with the communication purpose, she did not undervalue the older ones. 

Rather, in her opinion, they still have their advantages in some aspects. For instance, she 

would use those older textbooks as a reference when she needed to look at the pure rule 

of how to use it. Sometimes, she also provided her students with the charts of certain 

grammatical points excerpted from the grammar books for them to have a quick overview 

of the rules. Therefore, both kinds of grammar books were indispensible to Julie as they 

served different purposes.  
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Teaching Methodology Issues 

Julie's Journey of Learning Methodologies 

Julie had taken a teaching methodology course before when studying in her 

graduate program, but since that was a long while ago, she could barely remember how 

this class proceeded. However, Julie still remembered a practicum class that she took. 

She recalled that although this was a class of only four students and an instructor, it was a 

great experience for her as she had never had an English teaching experience before 

taking it. In this class, each of the students was given a different grammatical point, and 

then they had to present it to the classmates as though they were ESL learners who would 

ask questions and speak at the designated English proficiency level. Also, the instructor 

created a safe environment where the students could stop in the middle of their teaching 

practice and even ask questions to make certain if they were using an appropriate method 

to teach something. Julie further shared that there was a peer teaching lesson in this class 

that stood out in her mind: One of her classmates was teaching the English past perfect 

tense, which was supposed to be a difficult lesson to present. Her classmate gave 

everyone a handout, but Julie felt very badly for her because she could tell her classmate 

had put a wet cup on it as the rear of the cup could be seen on the photocopy of the 

handout, and Julie thought she must be very embarrassed. Surprisingly, it turned out this 

accident was part of the lesson because her classmate gave them an example of a sentence 

such as Mary filled out this application last week, and then she asked, ―What else has she 

been doing?‖ Julie's classmate tried to use the handout to demonstrate what Mary had 

done before she finished this application form, and the answer was that Mary had put a 

wet cup on the paper. As a result, what Julie thought was a mistake and would be an 
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embarrassment was an intentional lesson. In addition to the in-class practice, each of the 

students was assigned to do an actual teaching outside of the practicum class. That is, 

each of them first helped a teacher in an ESL program affiliated with their department. 

Then, near the end of the semester, they had to present the entire lesson in the real ESL 

class on their own and be observed by their instructor to receive a grade with feedback.  

Julie reflected that this practicum class did not teach a particular method. Rather, 

it focused more on how to structure a lesson and think it through from beginning to end. 

This was very useful and practical for her in that she had not taught any ESL courses 

before that. Through the teaching practice, Julie learned to be creative and think carefully 

about how she could explain her lesson in such a way that an English learner could 

understand. As a matter of fact, from Julie's perspective, when pursuing a teaching degree 

in a graduate program like the one she used to attend, there were advantages not only to 

students who had already had teaching experience but also to those who had not had any. 

She thought if someone came to study in the graduate program with some teaching 

experience, he/she would have a better understanding of teaching and learning theories 

and know how to apply then to his/her class. On the other hand, in Julie's case in which 

she lacked teaching experience while studying in her graduate program, she did not know 

exactly how she would be using a theory learned in the method class due to her 

unfamiliarity with teaching. Therefore, this practicum course connected theories that Julie 

learned in the classroom to actual teaching situations. At the same time her interest for 

the class was triggered because she finally had opportunities to teach English instead of 

just sitting in the classroom.           
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Even though Julie did not recall much about the methodology class she used to 

take, she remembered that a ―big popular method‖ emphasized in her graduate program at 

that time was the process of writing. That is to say, instead of teaching topic sentences 

and really focusing on the structure, teachers should just have their students write, and 

eventually, they will learn how to write by doing the writing on their own. According to 

this theory, teachers hence are strongly encouraged not to intervene or directly teach 

students how to do a composition. Nevertheless, she found her students, when they 

received their writing returned from her, would often ask questions such as ―What am I 

doing it wrong?‖ and ―How can I make it better?,‖ and she realize that her students' 

writing issues oftentimes could be solved by simply telling them to pay attention to the 

elements of writing, say, the good qualities of thesis statements. Still, Julie considered the 

process of writing a useful method especially with journals where students can just 

practice without worrying about grammar. At the same time, she thought their needs to be 

some overt explanations of what is expected in writing from teachers, and by doing so, 

she believed students would make significant improvement in the short term when they 

know what and how to write.      

Julie's Preference for Methods/Techniques 

Throughout the interviews, Julie expressed her preference for the communicative 

teaching approach. Part of the reason that Julie prefers to use a communicative method to 

teach her class was because the ESL program encouraged their teachers very much to do 

so and to avoid simply giving lectures, although the program had never required their 

teachers to teach with certain methods or techniques. For this reason, if anyone came to 

observe any of the teachers' classes, Julie believed that communicative interactions would 
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be observed not only in her classroom but also in most of her colleagues' classrooms with 

students  

working in pairs, interacting, passing and exchanging papers that somehow there 

are interactions between all the students, and making things communicative; 

something that‘s in a context to help them see how it‘s really used and using 

authentic language as appropriate.  

Moreover, Julie thought a communicative classroom brought numerous advantages to her 

students: First, because even if they were speaking to their classmates who were all non-

native speakers and whose English were not perfect, they had more time practicing 

speaking and forming the language. Second, if they knew the person they were working 

with was going to be patient and understand them, there would be low stress level for 

them when making mistakes. Also, such a classroom would help develop friendship 

which Julie was hoping that her students might also develop outside of class. Third, for 

Julie, it was also easier to do one-on-one work with her students because when everyone 

was busy working with partners, she could go around from group to group and answer 

their individual questions. Sometimes, a question would emerge out of a group that she 

thought was important enough to explain to her entire class. However, the only concern 

Julie had with the communicative activities was that it was sometimes time-consuming. 

Due to the fact that there was a time restriction for Julie's class, she could not always 

adopt these kinds of activities in every class everyday.           

As a matter of fact, there were still occasions where Julie and her colleagues 

would present their instruction as a lecture. This was usually done when they were trying 

to teach students how to listen to a lecture and take notes since the major goal of the 

program was to prepare ESL students for the university life in the U.S. From Julie's 

perspective, teaching with the communicative method greatly benefits her students and 
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helps them to survive in the classrooms in U.S. universities. Therefore, there were some 

skills that Julie particularly emphasized to prepare her students for university. The first 

skill example was having students work in small groups so as to increase their familiarity 

with team projects that are commonly assigned in most university classes. Also, when 

teaching a listening class (even it was a lower level one), Julie would start asking her 

students to give short presentations so they could get used to having sustained speaking 

activities taking place on university campus or to feel more comfortable taking the oral 

test on the TOEFL (Test of English as a Foreign Language) test required for the 

international students' application for the admission to the U.S. universities. Likewise, in 

a more advanced class, she would have her students give longer presentations to practice 

their oral skills. Additionally, Julie regarded reading as a fairly important skill because its 

targets is twofold: Learning both reading and writing skills. After teaching her students 

everything from finding main ideas of an article to how to understand the details of a fact 

or opinion, they need to learn to draw conclusions and come up with their own ideas, and 

then translate their thoughts into writing when writing essays. This process is so-called 

―critical thinking‖ which Julie defined as follows: 

What they are supposed to be doing is expressing themselves in their own ideas. 

So that‘s the whole idea of critical thinking and participating in class with your 

own opinion, but having reasons for it. I always tell students, ―Your opinion isn‘t 

right or wrong, but you can have strong or weak reasons for the support of your 

opinion.‖ 

Julie explained the critical thinking, an inseparable skill from reading and writing 

competences, is highly important for her students to learn since a lot of them lack 

sufficient training in it because they came from countries where they were just supposed 

to memorize something and commit it to memory. For this reason, she often tried to 

create a more communicative and interactive classroom environment to encourage her 
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students to present their opinions without worrying about making mistakes so as to help 

improve their reading and writing skills. In the following section, Julie further described 

how her writing and grammar classes unfolded.  

 Teaching methods in Julie's writing class 

When Julie assigned her students homework for writing class, it was usually 

exercises rather than an essay. Take her low intermediate level class, for example where 

the learning objective is for the students to be able to write an essay of three or more 

paragraphs. The writing homework task could be sentence combining practices or fill-in-

the blank exercises where the students needed to fill in the correct connecting words, such 

as transitional words like besides, consequently, and however. Another homework for her 

writing class would include having the students read an article so that they would be 

ready to analyze it in class. As a matter of fact, Julie tended to avoid having her low 

intermediate level students write any paragraphs at home because when they worked on 

them at home, she would never be sure whether they had completed the paragraph by 

themselves or with a bilingual dictionary. Moreover, because the learning focus of the 

students at this level was to write paragraphs, Julie thought they could have the writing 

done quickly in class. Thus, she preferred to have the written assignments done in class. 

Julie also further explained how her students did the writing in class: For the very first 

writing assignment in the beginning of a semester when her students were still completely 

unfamiliar with the English writing, Julie would let her students write in pairs. After the 

first writing assignment, the students were paired only when they needed to do writing 

preparation work, and each of them had to write a paragraph on their own because Julie 

needed a grade for each individual student to denote thfeir individual writing progress. As 
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to the writing revision process, Julie tended to have her  advanced level class write more 

drafts, but only one draft was completed by her lower level class. Julie felt that her 

students found it tedious to rewrite by hand, but they seemed more willing to do the 

editing work on a computer where they could simply make use of the editing tools. Yet, 

she rarely had opportunities to have her students edit their writing in class because the 

computer lab for the ESL program was never available during her class period and thus 

the editing work was usually assigned as her students' homework. When Julie graded her 

students' writing, she used the correction symbols for them to revise things, but she 

stopped doing this because she realized the students only focused on the grammar rather 

than the flow of meaning in their writing. Thus, to make her students look at the large 

picture of their writing, Julie would give them instructions first on organization such as 

whether details needed to add or some sentences or paragraphs needed to switch their 

places. After her students had completed the first revision, they would continue to make 

grammar corrections on the next draft. And, if time allowed, Julie would have them 

complete another draft. Moreover, when working on the written assignment in class, 

Julie's students were usually given the full 15 minutes, which Julie described as ―scary‖ 

for her students. This was because at the end of the term, they needed to be able to write a 

writing sample in 30 minutes along with the Michigan Test that is used to determine if 

they would pass and enter the next level class in the upcoming semester. Ultimately, the 

long-term goal in Julie's writing class was to prepare students to be able to write a five 

paragraph essay, which is the basic American style of organized writing.    
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 Teaching methods in Julie's grammar class 

When teaching grammar, Julie would first spend some time presenting a lecture on a new 

grammatical structure, and then she would have students practice it in groups. She 

sometimes selected several grammar exercises from their textbook for them to do in 

pairs, and upon their completion of the exercises, she would then begin to ask different 

students to answer the questions from the exercises. There was another type of exercise 

that Julie described as a ―classic one‖ that she used very often in her grammar class: She 

would put cues on little slips of paper and her students would then use the cues to create a 

sentence. Also, she would try to select cues that were fun and interesting to her students. 

She shared a story of how this activity worked in her class: One time she was teaching the 

present perfect tense, one of the more difficult ones for her students to learn among all the 

English tenses due to the fact that this tense does not exist in every language. When 

beginning the activity, Julie wrote ―Have you ever‖ on the board and then each pair of 

students was given a slip where there was a different verbal phrase that had to change 

into present perfect from its base form. Julie recalled that one of the verbal phrase on the 

slip was ―ride an elephant,‖ and the student who received this slip was supposed to 

complete and give the correct sentence: ―Have you ever ridden on an elephant?‖And then 

his/her partner was supposed to respond to the question and answer: ―Yes, I have ridden 

on an elephant‖ or ―No, I have never ridden on an elephant.‖ After that, they switched the 

roles to ask and answer the question on the slip. Surprisingly in the semester of our 

interviews, it happened that one of Julie's students had ridden on an elephant before, and 

his classmates were so curious about it that they kept asking him questions, such as 

―where and when did you have this experience?‖ Julie was not concerned that the 

conversation initiated by her students might take some of her class time as she said, ―very 
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often something from real life just happens to come out of something, and I would stop 

and discuss something like that.‖ Thus, she was actually very pleased to see her students' 

enthusiastic participation in classes like this one since the have-you-ever questions in 

English present perfect tense can very often lead people to find something they have in 

common and then that gives them a departure point to have a discussion about something. 

Thus, Julie, through this activity, did not only teach her students to comprehend the 

knowledge of the grammar point, but also tried to let them experience how English native 

speakers get to know people and generate a conversation.  

Although the major focus of Julie's classes this semester were grammar and 

writing, she still placed a great deal of emphasis on speaking skills. Julie took her 

aforementioned class activity to illustrate how she taught her students to improve their 

English speaking ability: Instead of showing the strips of paper, Julie would tell her 

students, when they took turns to ask each other questions, to watch their partner's face 

and see where the confusion was, so that they could locate their own pronunciation 

problems. For instance, if a student asks, ―Have you ever ridden on an elephant?,‖ and 

then his/her partner cannot understand this question because this student does not 

pronounce the [d] sound clearly in the word ―ridden.‖ Therefore, when understanding 

goes away, students need to learn their pronunciation problem by paying more attention 

to the visual cues on their interlocutors' faces in order to understand that there is just one 

word/phrase they need to repeat rather than to keep quickly repeating the whole question.           

Effective Teaching Methods 

Among the various methods and techniques Julie had experienced in her class, she 

considered that the communicative sorts of activities were those that worked most 
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effectively for her students. Moreover, she thought they worked particularly well with 

this generation of students because these are people who are used to computers, cell 

phones, and instant messaging that involve interactions between people as well as the 

giving and receiving of feedback. Therefore, in Julie's experience, her students did better 

when they were engaged in certain tasks together as opposed to just having to sit in the 

classroom and listen to a long explanation of her instruction. However, as Julie 

mentioned that time had been an issue for her to incorporate communicative activities, 

she also tried different varieties of activities within one class session. Take her grammar 

class, for example. The grammar book she had been using has listening exercises. The 

very beginning story introduces a certain grammar point which is recorded, so she could 

play it if she wanted to have her student do something different from the routine grammar 

class. This gave Julie's students another opportunities to hear another voice and read 

along with it instead of always looking at this teacher standing in front of the room and 

writing things on the board. In addition to the time restriction, Julie sometimes needed to 

adjust her lesson as well as her teaching methods impromptu in class in order to make her 

students' learning take place more effectively. Thus, there had been occasions that she 

had to tell her students to stop what they were doing and decided to have them do 

something else when she found that everyone was falling asleep, not engaged or looked 

confused by what she had just taught. She recalled once she was teaching English 

modals, and her students were at a point where they were going to do exercises in the 

book. However, in the mean time, Julie realized that they also had problems with gerunds 

and infinitives, and many of them still did not understand after her brief explanation. 

Hence, she put her students in pairs and gave each pair a little strip of paper that had the 

verb ―enjoy‖ plus a list of other verbs, and then they had to make a sentence by using 
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their classmates, such as Nanako enjoys listening to pop music. When they were working 

in pairs, they could overhear the people next to them, so one could respond to whether the 

sentence that the other people made about him/her was telling the truth or not, which 

created some interesting interactions among them. At the end of the activity, some of 

Julie's students still had troubles with gerunds and infinitives. She therefore decided to 

assign the two words, enjoy and consider, to each pair, and each of the students in the 

pairs was responsible to understand the usage of  enjoy + a gerund or consider + an 

infinitive. Then in the next class, the students had to ask their partners, ―This is my word. 

Do you know how to use it?‖ to quiz each other about the word they were assigned. Thus, 

this was a case where Julie chose to deviate from her original lesson plan and tried to 

figure out what else she could do to have her students better understand a grammar point 

that was rather tedious for them to learn.                   

 Stories of effective activities in Julie's class        

Julie noticed that two activities went very well in her writing class. In the first 

activity, Julie tried to put her students in pairs because she found that her students tended 

to resist writing. However, when they could work in pairs, writing became enjoyable to 

them. Julie further explained that in such pairing activities her students would have 

someone else to help them; they could read each other's writing to exchange ideas and see 

what other people were doing so that they could have a feel for what they were supposed 

to do; also, they could stand up and move around instead of sitting in chairs all the time. 

In Julie's opinion, although writing as a whole is an individual type of activity, if a 

teacher can make it interactive to the point where his/her learners think: ―I understand it 
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enough that I can go off and do it myself,‖ then it would be rewarding and worthwhile for 

the teacher even if the pairing activity could take a lot of class time.  

The other activity Julie had done twice also turned out very effective. At the 

beginning of the semester, Julie asked each of her students to write down their goals for 

the semester and how they would plan to achieve them as specifically as possible. For 

instance, rather than writing something very abstract such as, ―I want to improve my 

vocabulary,‖ the students should think about the steps they would take to improve their 

vocabulary. To be more specific, they could say that they wanted to improve their 

vocabulary by using an English-English dictionary or flash cards made by themselves. 

Another example Julie mentioned was that one of her students wanted to go skiing, so she 

asked him to think about his plan, such as he could first search information on the 

Internet about the cost of the tickets, the dates he planned to go and etc. She further 

described the purpose of this writing activity and how it was supposed to work: 

It‘s kind of like the whole new year‘s resolution, idea and every year you read, 

you shouldn‘t say, ―Oh! This year I am going to lose weight.‖ You should: Are 

you going to eat less? Are you gonna exercise? Are you gonna exercise three days 

a week for thirty minutes? ―I‘m gonna lose weight‖ is too big and abstract, and if 

you don‘t have a plan, then you have no way to implement it. 

In fact, the goal of this activity was two-fold: By telling her students to be more specific 

about their goals, Julie wanted them to come up with a plan that was realistic that they 

could manage while they were still excited and enthusiastic at the beginning of the term. 

But later, she could use this same concept to teach writing. When they had an idea, they 

needed a specific example, just like when they had a goal, they needed a specific plan to 

achieve it. Additionally, Julie even made use of this as her mid-term classroom activity, 

and she emphasized that this activity, as long as students have already had sufficient 
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writing skills, would work well for classes at different levels. There was a day when Julie 

had to grade her students in class but they had nothing to do at that moment, so she 

returned her students' original goals to them that she had typed up and asked them to 

write a progress report. They had to do so by using the English present perfect tense, and 

then they could talk about what they have and have not accomplished for their goals. 

Equally important, Julie regarded this progress report as a way for her students to reflect 

if they were realistic or unrealistic, lax or diligent concerning their plans. She shared 

some thoughts from her students who participated in this activity. Some of them said that 

they were going to read newspapers everyday or listen to the news a few hours a week, 

but eventually, they reflected how they felt ashamed because they realized their goals 

were not realistic until they read them a second time. Therefore, Julie also tried to teach 

her students that it is good to have goals, but they need to make them feasible and 

realistic and then try to adhere to them.                                    

Definitions of Good Teaching 

In Julie's opinion, to achieve effective teaching, the first and foremost 

characteristic a teacher should have is being patient to his/her learners, and to stress its 

importance, she wrote it three times in her notebook when she was previewing and 

preparing to answer the interview questions. Second, she thought being enthusiastic about 

teaching is also very important. Teachers need to enjoy their teaching and find students 

interesting as Julie pointed out, ―I think if a teachers isn‘t excited about teaching 

anymore, then that comes across in the classroom. And just like excitement can be 

contagious, I think boredom can be contagious, also.‖ Another quality influencing the 

effectiveness of teaching is that teachers need to stay open-minded. By this, Julie meant 
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that teachers should never feel like that they know everything, but always feel like that 

they can learn from the students in addition to teachers' professional development 

sessions. As Julie had been teaching for more than twenty years, it was unavoidable that 

she had her students write on the same topic from the same country, so she would often 

expect what they might write in their contents, but it did not mean she already knew 

everything about country because every once in a while, she could still find something 

new that she had never heard about from their writing, and thus she thought there was 

always continuous mutual learning between her students and her.    

To be an effective teacher in a writing class, Julie strongly recommended 

engaging students in group work. In fact, she used to have her students do the group work 

only in other skill areas. Adopting group work in a writing class was hence a new 

approach for her in the past several years as a writing teacher. She discovered that her 

students indeed made more improvement when they had a partner with whom to work. 

Julie believed that a lot of her students just inherently did not like writing in their own 

languages, so they were not going to like writing in another language where there were 

additional obstacles they had to overcome. Therefore, by letting them physically move in 

the classroom and work with partners, it made tasks more fun for them, and at the same 

time, they could see examples of what and how their classmates coped with the writing 

assignment. Through the incorporation of the grouping technique, writing would not be 

individual work and tedious anymore. 

Julie's Perspective of the Contemporary Methodologies                                     

Among the various contemporary teaching methods, Julie thought that the 

Communicative Language Teaching approach has been taking a predominant role not 
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only in her ESL program but also in the current academic society due to its high 

effectiveness in numerous language classrooms around the world. However, Julie 

stressed that it did not mean that other methods should be neglected because she believed 

each of them has their own advantages. Most teachers, she said, do not teach with purely 

one method, but with a mix of methods even if they are not aware of it. She shared 

examples of a couple of teaching methods other than the CLT used by her and her 

colleagues. In a classroom using the Audio-lingual method, students learn language 

mainly by repetition, which seems to be optimum way to learn. Yet, when teaching 

irregular verbs, pronunciation or tone of the language, the Audio-Lingual method would 

be the appropriate choice for students to listen and repeat. Therefore, Julie has tried to 

incorporate this method when she was teaching something that took more memorization 

skills as she stated, ―it‘s not really something I would use as a way to teach the whole 

language, but little snips off here and there might work.‖ Julie further mentioned that the 

Total Physical Response which makes use of body movement sounds like an exciting 

teaching method but in her experience, it tended to work better with language content 

involving concrete concepts that are more likely to be learned in a beginning level class. 

Suggestopedia was another example Julie shared. In a Suggestopedia classroom, teachers 

use different types of music because it claims to have an influence on the brain wave 

which benefit language learning. In Julie's program, the teachers who incorporated this 

method would bring in music as a background when they were teaching a lesson, having 

students write a composition or read an article, but they were not telling their students 

necessarily why it was there or what they were doing with it. As a whole, Julie thought 

every teacher in the program did not just adhere to a single teaching method; instead, they 
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would keep selecting and testing various kinds of methods and find out what might work 

for them.  

Because Julie and her colleagues were not restricted by their program to using any 

particular method to teach, but were provided with a lot of freedom to choose what they 

wanted to apply in class, she thus considered learning about different methods important 

and useful to ESL faculty members. Also, she thought it is necessary for any language 

teachers and language-teachers-to-be to learn teaching methods because they will get to 

know different approaches and understand that there is not just one approach to teach one 

thing. Moreover, methods are constantly evolving, so she suggested it would be a good 

idea to participate in conferences or take a methods course to learn what is the latest 

approach and what is currently considered good practice. Equally important, by looking 

at different teaching methods, their awareness of the need to address different learning 

styles can be raised. For instance, Julie had found her students could be categorized into 

several groups such as visual, audio, and kinesthetic learners (Friedman, 2008), so there 

was a need for her to know about and use different kinds of methods to help her different 

students learn better. Finally, since different methods have different purposes and are also 

designed for different learner populations and situations, Julie therefore emphasized that 

teachers need to learn about different methods, so they would have a better idea of 

whether they need to switch to another method from the one they have been using so as to 

more satisfyingly meet their students' needs.       

Julie's Goals in Teaching 

There were two goals that Julie aimed to achieve. Since some textbooks currently 

used in Julie's program have on-line components, but none of the teachers in Julie's 
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program has ever taught a course on-line or taught part of the course on-line (even though 

some of them has used blogs or on-line course management systems to facilitate 

teaching), Julie's first goal was to employ those on-line teaching tools as well as to 

teaching a course through using the Internet. However, although Julie always liked to 

learn about and keep up with new teaching methods and technology, she thought that she 

would also need to be more comfortable incorporating new technology, especially when 

students take courses and complete assignments away from school as opposed to bringing 

a computer and using a projector which she had been accustomed to do in her classroom. 

The other goal that Julie hoped to accomplish was to design and teach a training course to 

help soon-to-be ESL teachers gain more practical experiences like how she was trained in 

the practicum course in her graduate program. She personally thought she had benefited a 

lot from such a course which connected the actual teaching and theories she learned in 

class. In addition to her personal training experience, Julie also used to mentor, and she 

realized that she was very fond of this experience. Another reason that Julie explained her 

intention to teach a teacher training course was because for her, ―it‘s rewarding to see 

other people start out in a career that I find interesting and to sort of answer questions to 

help them find their way.‖ Julie did not only enjoy teaching ESL students to achieve their 

goals in English learning but also liked to help beginning ESL teachers master their 

teaching skills so as to help more ESL students.   

Julie's Suggestions for Novice ESL Teachers 

―Be prepared, which sounds simple.‖ 

Julie strongly suggested that novice teachers prepare before teaching. However, 

what she meant is not simply browsing through teaching materials, but also taking some 
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time to think about difficulties and confusions students may have in lessons. Julie 

recalled in her first year teaching that she thought she would be ready for class as long as 

she knew the content after browsing her textbook. Then when Julie was taught, her 

students would ask her questions that she could not answer. Also, her students sometimes 

still have a hard time understanding the content she had just taught, so she would try to 

explain with more example. However, Julie found out that she could not 

extemporaneously think of appropriate examples when all of her students were looking at 

her. Part of the reason for this situation was due to Julie's lack of teaching experience, 

which made her unable to anticipate how scenario would play out when preparing for her 

lesson before class. As her teaching experience increased, she gradually learned that she 

should be more aware of her students' possible learning difficulties and try to write down 

every example or question beforehand. Although it is not a possible to prepare for every 

situation, she still suggested novice teachers to limit the chances of impromptu 

instruction: 

Because if you do too much just off the cuff, if you are trying to illustrate 

something you inadvertently bring in something else they have questions about. 

So, have your examples ready, and really examine them before you go to class. 

Julie shared a story about a class preparation that she once did without sufficient 

examination of her course materials and she described as ―a horrible mistake.‖ She was 

teaching the English past continuous tense and dealing with usage of the words when and 

while. Most ESL books for beginning intermediate level class would introduce that while 

is used with the continuous forms (i.e., While I was watching TV, a mouse ran across the 

floor.) whereas when is used with the simple past tense (i.e., I was watching TV when a 

mouse ran across the floor.). However, another meaning of while used as ―on the other 

hand‖ in a sentence like Julie taught writing while Mary taught reading illustrated in 
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Julie's class textbook caused even more confusion for her students because they just had 

learned its usage with the continuous forms. Thus, Julie realized the importance of a close 

examination of the course materials ahead of time. Also, she stressed that teachers need 

to raise their awareness whether they have put in something too advanced for students 

when they are trying to explain with examples. She took a high beginning level class as 

another example from her experience. If a teacher presents a sentence with an adjective 

clause like The boy sitting next to me is from Taiwan, students with high beginning level 

proficiency would probably mistakenly say, ―*The boy is sitting next to me is from 

Taiwan,‖ so teachers need to make certain what they are teaching their students is 

appropriate for their current level. However, as an experienced teacher, Julie has been 

more responsive with ways to recovering situation. In the aforementioned scenario, if the 

students wanted to know why their sentence is wrong, Julie would spend more time on 

explanations for adjective clauses, and, at the same time, would joke with her students to 

decrease their sense of frustrations. She would say, ―That's Level 4 [high intermediate 

level] grammar. But don't worry. You don't have to pay me extra tuition for that even 

though this is Level 2 [(high beginning level)].‖ Because experience is necessary for 

teachers to take appropriate actions in these kinds of situations, Julie belived a thorough 

class preparation is especially necessary for novice teachers.   

―Have something ready in your back pocket.‖ 

Throughout the years of Julie's teaching career, she learned the importance of 

having something ready that would fit in class any time. Thus, Julie recommended new 

teachers to prepare a few class activities that take about five or 10 minutes, so that if they 
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finish class early due to their lack of experience in pacing a lesson, then there is 

something they can pull out immediately and tell the class to try for 10 minutes.  

―If someone is new, don't try to do everything in one semester.‖ 

The aforementioned ―If someone is new, don't try to do everything in one 

semester.‖ is another suggestion that Julie gave novice teachers. This is because they are 

more likely to have plenty of great ideas that they want to include in their lessons because 

of their enthusiasm and excitement. However, Julie pointed out that it is fairly impractical 

if a teacher wants to have all his/her ideas used in a limited period of time. In her opinion, 

teachers should always take the amount of class time into consideration, and select only a 

few things to do. Otherwise, it can eventually lead to the opposite outcome, that is, none 

of the things that the teacher has done in class would be completed as smoothly as 

expected. For this reason, Julie, drawing of her personal experience, wanted novice ESL 

teachers to keep in mind that it is better for them to choose one project or a couple of 

things they want to try and do those well because it is often not possible to do everything 

well in one semester. 

―Try to incorporate authentic language when possible when appropriate for level.‖ 

As opposed to an English learning environment where authentic English language 

materials are easily accessible for English as a Second Language (ESL) learners inside or 

outside of the classroom, there are rarely opportunities for English as a Foreign Language 

(EFL) learners to practice English outside of their classrooms. Hence, Julie recommended 

to teachers who are teaching English in countries where English is spoken as a foreign 

language bring in more authentic English materials to class. This material is now much 

more easier to obtain with the Internet. Particularly for non-native-English teachers, they 
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can prepare English movies or video clips of news to help their EFL learners understand 

their teachers as well as other people who speak English with different accents. This will 

build their learners' confidence in listening comprehension in different situations. Also, 

Julie suggested two approaches for EFL teachers to trigger EFL students' interest in 

learning English: One way to do this is to incorporate EFL students' culture, current 

news, or anything popular into their curricula because it is likely that the students would 

feel more connected to the teaching materials when they already have some background 

information about them. The other way is to let EFL students read or watch news that 

occurs in their country but is written or broadcasted in English by American newspaper 

or news channels. Through this latter approach, Julie thought EFL students can think 

about whether the way the news has been written or broadcasted is telling them 

something that their own culture is not telling them. This is similar to the situation when 

Julie listened to the BBC World News. She would gain a different perspective on 

American news stories than if she just watch NBC Evening News. Therefore, getting a 

foreigner's perspectives on EFL students' culture can be interesting.      

Program Support 

The first support that Julie wished to receive from her program was the 

technology training in which she hoped to learn up-to-date technology that could enhance 

her teaching and student learning. The second thing that Julie thought her program could 

do to improve her teaching was that since several new teachers who just graduated from 

graduate schools were hired by the program during the semester of our interviews, she 

believed the positive aspect of this could serve as  ―influx of new ideas.‖ An existing 

support that Julie had from the program was its strong emphasis on professional 
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development, and the ways used to encourage teachers to stay professionally involved. 

She explained that every teacher each year is evaluated by the program committee 

constituting of the program director, associate director, and student advisor and so forth, 

and each of the teachers would receive a certain ―points‖ for engaging in different 

activities related to ESL, such as serving on committees, attending or presenting at a 

conference, being observed in class, and taking an ESL-related course. Sometimes, the 

program would bring in publishers to introduce something new in book fairs or present 

anything that the teachers want to learn about. Also, if the teachers would like to 

participate in the TEXAS TESOL (Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages) 

conference, they would be sponsored by the program: If the teachers present at a local or 

national conference, they would receive the financial support as well. As a whole, Julie 

felt her program had been provided a lot of support and opportunities for the teachers, 

especially in terms of the professional development.   

Summary 

When Julie started to learn her first foreign language, German, she entered the 

classroom with enormous excitement and enthusiasm because of her great interest in 

exploring another culture and language. However, things turned out contrary to what 

Julie had expected. She realized that when she was a language learner, she was not the 

kind of student who would take the initiative in asking or responding to questions in 

class. Instead, she kept silent most of the time because she felt embarrassed when 

speaking German with a foreign accent. As she continued to take German courses, she 

discovered that German is a complicated language system, so she felt it was a difficult 

language to learn. More importantly, the facts that a traditional teacher-centered teaching 
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method adopted in her German classes as well as the lack of opportunities to practice 

speaking skills inside or outside of classroom were other major obstacles that made Julie 

gradually lose interest in learning German and unable to improve her German any further. 

Even though Julie seemed to have an easier time learning Spanish than German, she 

encountered a similar class situation in Spanish classroom where her instructor very 

much controlled students' learning and never engaged them in any group activity. These 

language learning experiences made Julie realize that the choice of a teaching method can 

make a difficult language lesson enjoyable or an easy lesson boring. Additionally, the 

lack of communicative activities in her German and Spanish language classrooms had a 

great influence on her use of the group work in her instruction.  

Concerning Julie's experience of learning instructional methodologies, Julie 

received academic and professional training in teaching English as a Second language in 

her master's degree program. She learned the knowledge of instructional methods in a 

methodology course and discovered how to put the methods into practice in her 

practicum course. However, despite Julie's experience of the formal methodology course, 

she had some doubts whether merely taking this course would made her a good teacher. 

There was - after all - nothing special that she could remember about this course because 

it was mostly about teaching and learning theories with a textbook introducing different 

methodologies. On the contrary, Julie believed that she had tremendously benefited from 

the practicum course because this course did not only focus on connecting theories 

behind the methodologies to real teaching situations as well as demonstrating different 

ways to structure a lesson, but also provided opportunities to observe and practice 

teaching in actual ESL classrooms. This was particularly useful for her because she had 

never had any teaching experience prior to taking the practicum. Even though the 
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practicum course seemed to have more weight for Julie, she still thought the methodology 

course had an important role to play. It would be valuable for those who came to take it 

with prior teaching experience but with little professional knowledge of teaching theories. 

This way, they could understand more about what they had been trying to achieve in their 

own teaching and how to improve it. In Julie's opinion, the methodology and practicum 

courses very much complemented each other as they gave her a complete picture of ESL 

instruction. In addition to the formal training at school, Julie has also continued to learn 

teaching methods through different sources since she began her teaching career. She 

would read about new teaching methodologies and techniques from books and websites. 

At the same time, she and her colleagues would exchange information with each other. 

Actively participating in local and national TESOL (Teaching English to Speakers of 

Other Languages) organizations was another way that Julie learned the state-of-the-art  

information of the teaching materials, methodologies, and technology and so forth. 

Due to the fact that Julie was trained to be an ESL teacher, she thought she was 

completely ready when she began to teach. Nevertheless, she still constantly encountered 

challenges and difficulties which made her learn to alter in her teaching. One of the major 

changes she made was the way she prepared a lesson. Julie realized that teaching English 

cannot simply rely on the intuition as an English native speaker. What is more important 

is being able to explain the lessons to ESL students in a way that they can fully 

understand. For this reason, Julie had become a very well-prepared teacher who would 

always carefully review every single class exercise in advance and prepare additional 

examples to clear up possible confusion or difficulties that she anticipated her students 

might have. She even considered herself ―over prepared in some ways.‖ Among the 

various instructional methods, Julie favored those that incorporate communication 
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element because she found it particularly effective in her writing class where her students 

tended to exhibit more interest in learning writing and demonstrated significant 

improvement. Although the communicative type of approaches seemed to be used more 

frequently by Julie, other instructional methods also had a place in her teaching. She 

believed that each method can be best used when it is applied for the right purpose and in 

an appropriate context. As a result, Julie did not always teach only with the 

communicative type of approaches but also the other methods when she thought they 

were better choices for a certain part of her lesson. Using a mix of different methods 

therefore was what Julie actually had been doing in class, and she believed it is very 

common for language teachers to do so even if they are unaware of it. 

Julie's story constellation (See Figure 10) was composed of three story plotlines 

according to her learning and teaching experience: stories of learning foreign languages, 

stories of learning instructional methodologies, and stories of teaching using instructional 

methodologies. Julie's stories of teaching with instructional methodologies formed the 

primary plotline because she thought she learned the most from her teaching experience 

in that she had gradually had a better command of her students' various cultural 

backgrounds and learning difficulties, she had therefore become less controlling over her 

students' learning. In addition, she felt more prepared and confident in the selection and 

use of teaching methods that would meet the needs of her class. The secondary plotline is 

Julie's stories of learning instructional methods as she was trained to be an ESL teacher in 

her graduate program where she received the formal education of the knowledge of 

instructional methods in the methodology course as well as gained a rudimentary 

experience of teaching with the methods in the practicum course. Julie's stories of 

learning foreign language was given the least weight among the three plotlines since she 
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did not consider her learning of German to be a successful experience in that she 

eventually faced difficulties in improving her German after having been taught in a 

traditional teacher-centered classroom over an extensive period of time.        

Figure 10. Julie‘s Story Constellation: I guess I try to change [(the way I teach)] with the 

times. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

Discussion 

This dissertation explored adult ESL teachers' learning and teaching experiences 

using different language instructional methods over time and their views on them. Below 

are the research questions investigated in this study:       

 What experiences did ESL teachers have in their teacher preparation programs 

and in their own learning when they were language learners? 

 How do ESL teachers learn language instructional methodologies? 

 How do ESL teachers perceive language instructional methodologies in terms of 

their underlying pedagogical principles and characteristics toward teaching and 

learning? 

 How do ESL teachers apply language instructional methodologies in their 

classrooms? 

 What are the critical factors influencing ESL teachers‘ choices of language 

instructional methods?   

In this chapter, an overview of the three ESL teacher's experience is presented with their 

individual story constellations displayed side-by-side (See Figure 11). Next, themes that 

unfolded from the three teachers' stories, which reveal similarities and differences among 

the teachers are outlined. Also, the implications of these teachers' experience of learning 

of and teaching with the language instructional methodologies are discussed. Finally, the 
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chapter concluded an issue relating to teaching methods courses and the researcher's 

conclusion are offered.  

  In each of the three teachers' story constellations, three sections represented three 

story plotlines: stories of learning foreign languages, stories of learning instructional 

methodologies, and stories of teaching with instructional methodologies. These stories 

are placed in a three-dimensional narrative inquiry space (Connelly & Clandinin, 2000). 

The teachers moved themselves backward to the past of their language learning 

experiences and move forward from their present teaching contexts at the present time to 

those in the future. Also, each of the teachers, when telling their stories that situated in 

the shifting classroom contexts where they were being taught and then taught languages 

over time, moved inward to express their personal feelings and outward to discuss the 

environment and people surrounding them.   

In the stories of learning foreign languages, all of the three teachers had long-term 

experiences as language learners. Each of them respectively encountered difficulties in 

language learning and discovered how their teachers' choices of instructional methods 

and learning strategies as well as the personalities of their teachers and themselves 

influenced their learning motivation and outcomes. Although all of them eventually 

realized the issues that impeded their learning after undergoing failure, both Nancy and 

Cindy demonstrated confidence in mastering their foreign languages as they found ways 

to improve their learning whereas Julie was less confident in her learning outcome and 

admitted she had lost her motivation at the end of her learning process. As a result, the 

language learning stories played an equal role to the stories of learning instructional 

methodologies in Cindy's experiences, and played somewhat of a secondary role in 

Nancy's; yet in Julie's experiences, these stories carried much less weight. 
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Concerning the stories of learning instructional methodologies, both Cindy and 

Nancy received professional and academic training in teaching methods in their graduate 

programs, and these stories took a secondary role in both of their experiences. Although 

there was a difference between Julie's and Cindy's reflections on practice teaching with 

different methods in that Julie who had no prior teaching experience benefited greatly 

from it, but Cindy who had already had some years of teaching experience did not. 

However, they both agreed that it is important for teachers to learn methods through such 

a methodology course regardless of their prior experiences. Where Nancy was concerned, 

the fact that she did not learn methods in a professional course or receive a formal 

training in teaching methodologies but mostly through self-study constituted the smallest 

portion among Nancy's three plotlines. 

Being experienced ESL teachers, both Nancy and Julie felt confident in teaching 

using different methodologies and comfortable trying new ones or making immediate 

changes in their instruction in class when necessary. The stories of teaching with 

instructional methodologies therefore played a dominant role in their experiences. Since 

Cindy had been in the field of ESL teaching only for a couple of years when our 

interviews were conducted, she faced numerous struggles as a novice ESL teacher even 

though she had sufficient knowledge of instructional methodologies. Thus, Cindy's 

stories of teaching with instructional methodologies played a minor role in her overall 

experience with the instructional methodologies. Meanwhile, Cindy's struggles formed 

the fourth story plotline, stories of transitions in ESL teaching, which overlapped with her 

stories of teaching .    
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Figure 11. Three Teacher Participants' Story Constellations 

In the following section, themes emerging from the teachers' experiences are 

presented. The themes conveyed the teachers' feelings, beliefs, actions and reflections are 

in response to the research questions. Each of the teachers demonstrated ongoing changes 

in their experiences with the language instructional methodologies in different contexts 

through time.  

 Continuous Experiences with Language Instructional Methodologies 
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 Images of ESL teachers  

 Learners' Characteristics 

 Everyday Teaching Management 

 Learning Strategies  

 Students' Difficulties in Learning 

 Difficulties and Challenges in Teaching  

 Applications and Perspectives of Language Instructional Methodologies 

 Teachers' Changes and Suggestions for Novices 

Continuous Experiences with the Language Instructional Methodologies 

These teachers' experiences with language instructional methodologies were 

ongoing processes in different periods of their lives. The themes unfolded from these 

continuous experiences with the language instructional methodologies are discussed 

according to the following three major phases: (1) Phase of the teachers' language 

learning -- their very beginning experiences with language teaching methodologies; (2) 

phase of their learning of the instructional methodologies -- their experiences with the 

teacher training courses and other kinds of learning sources; (3) phase of their language 

teaching -- the applications of teaching methods.       

Phase One: Language learning  

Long before receiving professional training in the instructional methodologies and 

putting them into practice in their classroom teaching, Nancy, Cindy and Julie had 

already begun experiencing the instructional methodologies as language learners. Their 

prior schooling experiences shaped their initial knowledge and perceptions of the 

language methods. Also, the teachers' schooling stories demonstrated how their past 

experience shaped their subsequent learning and teaching experiences with language 
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methods over time and hence revealed the ―continuity‖ (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 2) 

of each of the teachers' experiences. All three teachers had extensive years of language 

learning experiences with two or more foreign languages. When telling their stories, the 

three teachers also reflected on how they performed in class in addition to how their 

teachers taught.  

Although Nancy had a great deal of experience studying three foreign languages 

(i.e., French, German, and Spanish), she had never considered herself the kind of student 

who actively participated and interacted with her language teachers in class. Also, the 

opportunities for her to speak these foreign languages were extremely limited due to the 

following reasons: First, the major teaching approach that Nancy's language teachers 

adopted was the Grammar Translation Method where the instruction always proceeded in 

her native language, English. Second, even though there was a separate conversation 

class where Nancy could practice speaking with native French and German teaching 

assistants, one hour a week for this class was not helpful for her improvement in speaking 

skills. However, Nancy was amazed that she eventually mastered her French in a 

different way. That is, teaching English for a year in France enormously improved her 

French much more than several years of learning in her language classroom although the 

beginning of her life in France was difficult due to her insufficient language skills in 

French. Nancy, hence, formed a firm belief that it is difficult to attain high language 

proficiency level ―unless you use it, unless you are hearing it, unless you are speaking it.‖  

Cindy had began her foreign language learning experience since high school. She 

admitted that, when being a learner of Italian and Spanish, she neither paid attention to 

her language classes, nor did she care to find better strategies to learn. When learning 

Italian, Cindy lacked motivation mainly because of the indifferent attitudes of her class 
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instructors toward students whereas when taking Spanish courses, she relied on her 

Italian to learn Spanish as there are many similarities between these two languages. The 

situation of Cindy's Italian learning completely changed when she had another Italian 

teacher who was enthusiastic and cared about individual students' learning. This teacher's 

positive attitude did not only encourage Cindy to study harder on Italian, but also had a 

great influence on her career goal to become a language teacher.   

Julie was a German and Spanish language learner. She came to study German 

with a great deal of enthusiasm and excitement for learning a foreign language and 

culture. However, Julie's learning experience did not take place as smoothly as she 

expected. She felt shy when speaking German and responding to teachers' questions. 

Also, rather than group work activities, there was only artificial communication practice 

created by her teachers in her classes. In addition to the fact that Julie experienced 

difficulties with the complicated language structure of German, the very controlled 

classroom atmosphere and the lack of practice in speaking skills were also the major 

reasons why she was not able to improve her German. Therefore, Julie believed that she 

would be better skilled in German if there were more opportunities for her to be involved 

in genuine communication inside or outside of the classroom.        

 It is interesting to note that despite the fact that all the three teachers had 

undergone undesirable experiences with language learning, neither did they had not 

become reluctant toward nor given up on learning languages in the end. In the three 

teachers' stories, Julie was the only one who did not consider her learning of German to 

be a successful experience whereas both Nancy and Cindy encountered a turning point on 

their journey to language learning and eventually discovered better ways to master their 

foreign languages. When reflecting on their difficulties of language learning, both Nancy 
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and Julie regarded German as a much more complicated language than French or 

Spanish. Nevertheless, they did not deem grammar the major reason that truly impeded 

their learning of German. Rather, both of them reflected on how environment, milieu -- 

one of the four commonplaces of curriculum addressed by Schwab (1973), played a vital 

role that enhanced or impeded their language learning. As for Cindy, she thought her 

difficulties in language learning stemmed from her overuse of a single strategy, so she 

described herself as ―a very poor language learner.‖ Moreover, the personalities of 

Cindy's language teachers and the attitudes they brought to class were another relatively 

important factors that positively or adversely influenced her learning outcome. With 

regard to the teaching methods employed by their teachers, all of the three teacher's 

language classrooms were mostly teacher-centered and lacked group activities. In such a 

controlled classroom environment, they tended to be more timid to interact with their 

teachers, and at the same time, they were less motivated to participate in class. To 

synthesize the three teachers' language learning experiences, four major factors -- the 

difficulty level of knowledge of the language, teaching and learning environment, 

teachers (including personalities and choices of teaching methods), and students 

(including their individual personalities, attitudes, learning strategies) which reflect 

Schwab's four commonplaces -- did not only influence one another, but the interaction of 

these factors were also tightly related to students' learning outcome.      

Phase Two: Learning of the Language Instructional Methodologies  

In the second phase, the teachers formed concepts of individual teaching methods 

through different ways and learn to practice using them. This phase did not necessarily 

happen before their classroom practice. Rather, the learning of the methodologies 

appeared before, during or after they began to teach as a language teacher.   
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Nancy first learned the knowledge of teaching methods through a teaching 

methodology course in a high school teacher preparation program in the United 

Kingdom. However, due to the outdated teaching methods, her later ESL teaching did not 

benefit very much from this course. Therefore, without any further formal training in 

language teaching methodologies, Nancy learned plenty about teaching methods through 

the literature review she compiled when working on her doctoral dissertation in the area 

of applied linguistics. She also learned about current methods through attending 

conferences and exchanging information with colleagues. The learning of methodologies 

from various sources made Nancy more appreciative of different ideas and theories 

proposed in different methods and, at the same time, more willing to try out new 

methods. Hence, Nancy tended to eclectically use methodologies in her classroom 

teaching.   

Both Cindy and Julie gained knowledge of methodologies mainly in the 

professional teachers' training courses in their master's degree programs. However, they 

came to study in their programs with different experiences in that Cindy already had 

some prior teaching experience whereas Julie did not. Cindy reflected that the teaching 

methods and practice course did not really provide new information for her as she had 

already experienced them in her prior teaching, but she admitted that she formed a more 

systematic knowledge of language teaching and had a more comprehensive 

understanding of what she had been doing in her teaching. In Julie's graduate program, 

the teaching methodology was divided into two courses. One was focused on the 

introduction of various teaching methods, and the other on teaching practice. Although 

Julie could not remember how her methodology class proceeded, she remembered that 

she had a pleasant experience in her practicum class where she learned how to plan and 
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structure a lesson as well as to teach with different methods in actual classroom 

situations. The practicum course played an important role in Julie's overall teaching 

experience because it laid a foundation for her ESL teaching. 

Compared to the other two teacher participants in the study, Nancy received the 

least formal education in the knowledge of language instructional methodologies. 

However, Nancy seemed to demonstrate less preferences for methodologies as she 

emphasized that she always sought the best elements from various methodologies for her 

and her class rather than those in vogue with methods experts. For this reason, Nancy 

thought that it was important for teachers to gain a thorough understanding of a method 

as well as to examine the reasons why a method is successful or not, instead of being a 

blind follower of expert opinion leaders. As for Nancy's perspective of and her use of the 

instructional methodologies echoes Schwab's arts of eclectic (1971) in that every theory 

or view is incomplete, and every theory addressed different needs, so teachers need to 

select, adjust and combine what they and their students need from these incompleteness 

of methodologies. As to Cindy's and Julie's experiences with the methodology courses, 

although they showed a different attitude toward the courses, they both believed that 

there is still a need for teachers to take such courses. First of all, in addition to learning 

various methods, teacher candidates who enroll in these courses will have more choices 

of teaching methods than those that they have experienced before but probably never 

enjoyed. Second, the practice teaching helps teacher candidates link the theories they 

learned in class to teaching contexts. Also, even for those who already have teaching 

experience, they can obtain a better understanding of why they are doing what they are 

doing in their teaching. Finally, these courses can help establish teacher candidates' 

teaching philosophies or principles.  
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Moreover, it is important to note Cindy's reflection on her teaching methodology 

course. Part of the reason why Cindy did not feel she was learning much from this course 

was attributed to the fact that she had already learned about some methodologies from her 

previous education-related courses and she already had some teaching experience prior to 

taking this methodology course. However, another reason could stem from the design of 

the methodology course in Cindy's training program where more emphasis, (unlike the 

practicum course in Julie's master's program for example), was probably placed on the 

learning of the theories over teaching practice in real classroom situations. Moreover, 

even though there were some elements of teaching practice incorporated into the 

curriculum of Cindy's methodology course, she, with her prior teaching experience, did 

not consider the teaching practice useful because she thought that she was already 

familiar with the basic knowledge of how to proceed with instruction in the classroom. 

Consequently, Cindy did not feel this course was highly useful. Neither did she forge a 

strong connection between the knowledge she learned from the course and her classroom 

teaching. Hence, an important aspect to which methodology course designers/instructors 

should pay extra attention is how to balance the course focus between practical 

experience and formal knowledge in ESL teaching, so that teacher candidates will not 

only be informed by the formal knowledge in teaching methods, but also learn to apply 

theories in real world teaching situations. Meanwhile, for those who already have 

teaching experience like Cindy, there needs to be alternatives to teaching practice. For 

example, course instructors can choose to have the experienced teacher candidates work 

on teaching journals to advance their teaching skills as well as to raise their awareness of 

certain classroom issues through reflective practice (Grosse, 1991). Benefits of reflective 
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practice through journals writing for English language pre-service or in-service teachers 

have also been studied (i.e., Florez, 2001; Lee, 2007; Orem, 2001).    

Phase Three: Language Teaching 

The third focus phase is focused on the teachers' experiences of enacting the 

language instructional methods. All three teachers shared stories of how they became a 

language teacher and their transitions at the beginning of their teaching before they were 

situated in their current teaching contexts.  

 Journeys of becoming ESL teachers  

The teachers ended up teaching ESL in the same program, but they had different 

experiences on their journeys of becoming an ESL teacher. Nancy had dreamed of 

teaching English abroad since her high school years. Because somehow there were no 

English teaching training courses offered in U.K. colleges at that time, she chose to be a 

French major and planned to teach English in France someday. In the early years of 

Nancy's teaching, she was able to teach English in France and Greece respectively for a 

year. However, she eventually went back to the U.K. to teach French and German after 

experiencing these two years of overseas teaching. A few years later, she finally had an 

opportunity to teach English again after she moved to the U.S. with her husband who 

accepted a job offer at the University in Houston where she met the associate director of 

the university's affiliated ESL program. Nancy then returned to the English teaching 

position that she had always longed for. In the interviews, Nancy demonstrated her strong 

determination to work as an ESL teacher for her entire life and shared how much she 

loved this ESL teaching career.   

Cindy, just like Nancy, also had been interested in teaching English ever since she 

was young. While her first career was teaching Italian, she still assisted with teaching 
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ESL at a middle school at the same time. Cindy had been planning to take the ESL 

certification courses required by the U.S. public schools, but there was no way for her to 

take them because the ESL certification is just an add-on subject. Instead, she had to 

choose to study a main subject area in order to be certified in ESL. This meant she barely 

had time to study while working as an Italian teacher in two universities. Not until she 

accompanied her husband when he pursued his doctoral degree in Houston, did she 

finally find an ESL program and eventually became part of it.  

Unlike Nancy and Cindy who had set career goals in their early years, Julie did 

not aim to be an ESL teacher at the very beginning. Although Julie said that she ―came 

into it accidentally‖ when she learned about ESL teaching in her college senior year, she 

had a smoother journey to becoming an ESL teacher compared than the other two 

teachers. For Julie, ESL teaching was a perfect career which combined her long-term 

interests in different cultures and languages and her English major expertise. Thus, Julie 

chose to pursue her master's degree in ESL teaching and immediately began her teaching 

career upon the completion of her graduate study.  

Although Nancy, Cindy, and Julie had distinct individual experiences of coming 

to teach ESL, they had some personal traits in common. All of them had been fascinated 

by foreign cultures and languages at a young age. Thus, they chose to study foreign 

language as their college majors. Moreover, Nancy and Cindy had detours on the way to 

becoming ESL teachers. To Julie, teaching, was a completely unfamiliar career before 

she began her study in the graduate program. However, all of them never lost their 

enthusiasm but tried to stay positive as well as kept moving toward their goals of being 

an ESL teacher.      

 Teaching as a novice language teacher 
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In the phase of being novice teachers, each of the teachers shared their memorable 

early experiences and transitions at the beginning of their foreign language or ESL 

teaching. Prior to teaching ESL, Nancy taught French and German in high school. At the 

beginning of her career, Nancy created a very teacher-centered, lecture-type classroom 

due to her past classroom experiences as a student. Also, she often needed to exert ―iron 

control‖ over her high school students because of their behavioral issues as teenagers. In 

addition, Nancy recalled that she mostly employed the Audio-Visual Method in her 

teaching practice as it was commonly used in classroom at that time. However, when 

requested to use the Communicative Language Teaching Approach (CLT) in teaching, 

Nancy found it worked fine in her French class, but had difficulties in applying this 

approach in her German class because of her lack of perfect fluency in German (as a 

result of learning via Grammar Translation Method when she was a German language 

learner).   

 Although Cindy felt fortunate that she could finally teach ESL, she described that 

the beginning of her teaching was unexpectedly so ―stressful‖ that she felt frustrated at 

that time even with some years of Italian teaching experience. There were two major 

issues disturbing Cindy. First, changing to a new textbook each semester in the ESL 

program made her feel overwhelmed whenever preparing lessons for her classes in an 

upcoming new semester. Second, she encountered several differences between teaching a 

foreign language and a second language. Such differences in her ESL teaching included 

teaching English grammar with her little knowledge of it, using English as the only 

means that she taught English and communicated with her students, and being unfamiliar 

with the composition of her ESL learners' language and cultural backgrounds. In addition 

to the arduous transitional process that Cindy underwent, she also had an enjoyable 
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experience of teaching an advanced level class where her students were more disciplined 

and self-propelled in learning.     

Julie thought she was prepared when she launched her ESL teaching career after 

she completed her study in the ESL teachers' training program. She recalled when 

preparing her English lessons as a novice teacher, she would simply browse her textbook 

and think from a native speaker's perspective. However, Julie encountered many 

embarrassing occasions where she was not able to provide satisfying answers to her 

students' questions or explain something in a way that her students would fully 

comprehend. Hence, she often felt pressured because she paused her lessons in the middle 

of her class and improvisatorially provided answers for her students.  

When reflecting on her experience of being a novice teacher, Nancy believed that 

how she was previously taught deeply influenced how she taught. In order to discipline 

her high school students and make them learn, she tightly controlled their classroom 

environment and behavior because this was also the way she learned in the past. 

Additionally, although CLT, when Nancy was teaching French and German, became a 

popular language instructional method as it attaches great importance to the teaching of 

speaking and listening skills, she indicated that her problems with the CLT lay in her 

being less skilled in German speaking ability than reading and writing abilities, and also 

in her lack of training in using this teaching approach. As for Cindy and Nancy, they both 

felt prepared for ESL teaching in certain ways. In the beginning, Cindy thought she had 

the enough practical knowledge of teaching, and Julie thought she had enough knowledge 

of the English language. However, both soon felt pressured because of the their 

unexpected teaching situations. In Cindy's early ESL teaching experiences, she was very 

anxious when she found out she was assigned to teach grammar and writing classes for 



273 

 

 

 

the first time with her lack of knowledge of grammar and writing instruction, not to 

mention the burden of the preparatory lessons with a brand new textbook each semester. 

There was also the transitional time she needed to adapt herself to the differences 

between teaching Italian and ESL. On the other hand, Julie, among the three teacher 

participants, was the only one who received complete professional training in the 

knowledge in ESL teaching and learning. However, compared to Nancy and Cindy, Julie 

had the least practical teaching experiences as a novice ESL teacher, and she, thus, was 

less able to anticipate the difficulties and confusions her students might encounter or react 

to unexpected classroom situations when she first began her teaching career. To sum up  

the three teachers' stories of being a novice language teacher, Nancy's experiences 

suggested the importance of sufficient practice before employing a new method in 

classroom and her awareness of the competence that a teacher needs in order to achieve 

desirable outcomes with different teaching methods. Cindy's and Julie's experiences also 

implied that the practical classroom experiences and knowledge of subject matter and 

learners' backgrounds are all essential in ESL teaching.      

Images of ESL Teachers 

According to Lakoff and Johnson (1980), ―[o]ur ordinary conceptual system, in 

terms of which we both think and act, is fundamentally metaphorical in nature‖ (1980, p. 

3). In narrative inquiry research, images and metaphors can be used as tools when 

participants describe their personal experiences because it creates a common ground to 

investigate participants' insights into and invisible part of their experiences. A powerful 

approach to having an initial understanding of the essence in the thinking of teachers ―is 

to attend carefully to the metaphors that appear when teachers express themselves‖ 

(Munby, 1986, p. 201). While metaphors are used by teachers to describe their school 
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issues and situations (Craig, 2001, 2003, 2004, 2005), they are also employed by teachers 

to portray and interpret images of teaching and learning in their school contexts 

(Calderhead & Robson, 1991; Clandinin, 1985; Jin & Cortazzi, 2008; Johnson,1994; 

Johnston, 1992; Tamir, & Zoor, 1977.). Elbaz-Luwisch (1983) defined a teacher's image 

as ―a brief, descriptive, and sometimes metaphoric statement which seems to capture 

some essential aspect of [the teacher's] perception of herself, her teaching, her situation in 

the classroom or her subject matter‖ (1983, p.137). Therefore, in this study, the three 

teachers' stories demonstrated how their images embodied and represented the 

complexities of their teaching experiences through the investigation of the relationships 

between their students and them.  

To Nancy, because the teaching goal of the program is to prepare students for 

university and they attend classes intensively almost everyday, there is a ―nurturing 

relationship‖ between the teachers and students in her program. Nancy thought that, 

rather than simply be a teacher, she was more like an elder family member to her students 

because when there was anything interfering with her students' lives or school work, she 

would try to help them deal with it. In addition, Nancy reflected that her past relationship 

with her high school students was somewhat different from that with ESL students. This 

was because Nancy, as a younger teacher at that time, needed to set more clearer 

boundaries with her teenaged students under the influence of the British culture where 

there are formal specific boundaries between students and teachers. Similar to Nancy's 

images of ESL teachers, both Cindy and Julie regarded themselves as being more than a 

regular teacher. They thought their responsibilities were not limited to students' academic 

matters but also their personal issues in everyday life.  
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However, there were still slight differences among the three teacher's images. 

Although all of them gave advice and provided solutions to a variety of their ESL 

students' issues, they assorted their self-images with different roles. Nancy indicated that 

she was like an older sister, mother and a listener as she liked to be involved with her 

students inside and outside of the class. Julie called herself a life consultant who gave 

suggestions, and sometimes a family member or a friend who cares about students. Cindy 

did not really give a specific name to her role. Yet, her role, according to her reflections 

on the relationship with her students and my observations of the interactions with her 

students, was closer to Julie's role as friend. The different teachers' images could be partly 

attributed to their age differences because Nancy, among the three teachers, was the 

oldest with the longest teaching history, and Cindy was the youngest with a couple years 

of teaching experience. Nancy reflected that she, as her wisdom gradually increased 

along with her age, was more aware and understanding of the problems that her students 

face, and she hence became ―a softer teacher‖ than before. Julie liked to offer suggestions 

to her students, but did not seem to be very much involved in students' life outside of the 

class. Because Cindy's age was somewhat close to her students, it seemed like Cindy was 

trying to find a balance between being a teacher with authority whose class rules should 

be fulfilled by students and a caring friend who thinks from her foreign students' 

perspectives. There was another difference particularly noteworthy in their images. Julie 

deemed that ESL teachers are very different from other groups of teachers as one of their 

major goals is to introduce students to and help them navigate in American culture. 

Conversely, both Nancy and Cindy did not think that ESL teachers are different from 

others. Rather, they considered every teaching-learning situation identical, but the 

difference in a teacher's role depends on how much distance and what boundaries a 
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teacher wants to keep with his/her students as well as how much a teacher is willing to 

devote to his/her students. From Nancy and Cindy's perspectives, teachers' images as well 

as their relationships with students are shaped by their choice of roles they want to play.     

Learners' Characteristics 

 ESL students are a special group of students who come from various languages 

and cultural backgrounds. All three teachers began to experience and learn differences 

among their ESL learners at different phases. Nancy started out teaching English learners 

with homogenous language backgrounds in France and Greece. Later, she returned to her 

home country to teach French and German to high school students who shared her British 

background. By the time that Nancy taught ESL, she was conscious of the differences 

among her ESL students. Also, Nancy, throughout her entire teaching experience, spent 

most of her time teaching ESL students in the U.S., so she was very familiar with 

common differences among her ESL learners. Cindy, before entering the ESL teaching 

career, taught Italian to American students in U.S. universities. Therefore, when she first 

began to teach ESL, she had no knowledge of her ESL students. As to Julie, even though 

she did not have any teaching experience prior to her ESL teaching, she had started 

learning about ESL students through her training program. When I interviewed the three 

teacher participants, each of them showed the awareness of their students' backgrounds. 

To synthesize the teacher experiences, their ESL learners generally fell into three 

categories according to their cultural and language differences: Middle Eastern students 

tend to have better verbal skills but seem weaker in reading or writing skills because of 

the emphasis on speaking in their home tradition. Asian learners are usually good readers, 

but tend to be shy in speaking in class. The third category includes students whose 

languages originate from Romance languages that have more similarities with English, 



277 

 

 

 

and hence this group of students tended to have easier time learning English. As the 

teachers' understanding of their ESL students increased, each of the them tried to use 

appropriate teaching method and/or techniques that tailored to their students' needs 

according to their different learning characteristics. However, in Julie's class, she used to 

encounter atypical cases of students. Hence, Julie pointed out the danger of stereotyping 

learners may lead to overgeneralizations of racial and ethnic groups. As a result, it is 

possible for teachers to neglect the actual individual needs of students.  

With respect to the overall characteristics of adult and child learners, both Nancy 

and Cindy, due to their past experience of teaching children, believed that it was easier 

for them to teach adult learners since they seemed to act maturely in many aspects. 

Nevertheless, all three teachers still experienced adult students who sometimes behaved 

like children. Student's issues like those the teachers encountered could be explained by 

several reasons: (1) Some students did not seem to follow the classroom rules because the 

rules were very different from their cultures (such as they did not raise their hands before 

speaking); (2) the students did whatever they want to do inside or outside of classroom 

because they misunderstand the freedom they experienced more in the U.S. than in their 

home countries; (3) rather than giving a reasonable answer, the students, when 

responding to their teachers' questions, seemed to excuse themselves for what they had 

inappropriately done because they might not have a sufficient English proficiency level to 

express themselves properly. Therefore, all three teachers agreed that it is important for 

ESL teachers to understand and raise the awareness of their students' language and 

culture backgrounds because these can be the reasons behind their behaviors and are 

often reflected on their class performances. 
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Due to the fact that the three teachers' classes were often composed of Asian 

learners who seemed less initiative to speak in class and other groups of students who 

tended to share their opinions without hesitation, the issues of active and passive learners 

came up in the interviews. All three teachers considered the grouping activity a good 

technique to enhance both active and passive students' learning. A common use of the 

grouping technique by the three teachers was to pair an active student with a passive one. 

By doing so, the passive students would feel more comfortable talking in a small group 

than the entire group of class, and at the same time, they were not pressured to initiate the 

talking. As for the active students, they could also learn from the passive students who 

might be actually better in other area of skills, like writing or reading. Cindy also used the 

grouping technique as another way to strengthen passive students' confidence. She placed 

her students in small groups and then had them go over their answers to the questions 

from their homework assignments with their group members before each of them were 

going to take turns to tell the class about their answers. However, from Nancy's 

perspective, such a paring technique in an ESL classroom is not as simple as it seems to 

be in a regular classroom. She cautioned that a passive student, when paired with an 

active student, would not necessarily become active. Rather, the active student needs to 

be sensitive to the passive, so that there would be space available for the passive to speak. 

Otherwise, either one or both would feel frustrated. Therefore, Nancy had no precise 

guideline to group active and passive ESL learners, but thought that it mainly depends on 

the class, the personality and the national origins of the students.       

Everyday Teaching Management 

When sharing their daily teaching routines, all three teachers had similar and 

different responses. Each of them usually prepared their lessons the day before. The next 
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day after arriving at their office and before entering classroom, they would still do some 

preparation work such as collecting program announcements to share with students or 

materials to use in class. Then, they began their classes differently. Nancy would start her 

class with a quiz; Julie liked to meet and greet with her students by asking what they did 

last weekend/night or bringing up some current topics in news; Cindy would first write 

the homework on the board and then she would begin informal conversation with her 

students like Julie. Because all the teachers thought that time is vital as they were 

teaching an intensive ESL program, they started teaching immediately when most of their 

student arrived in class. A class session was generally composed of two hours, so Nancy 

and Julie would give their students a five-to-ten-minute recess after the first hour 

finished. As for Cindy, she was often frustrated by her students' returning time after the 

recess since they often came back for class later than the designated time and this affected 

what she had planned for her second hour class. Hence, Cindy only gave her students a 

break when time allowed. At the end of their classes, all three teachers would briefly 

explain how to do the homework assignments and welcome any questions from students 

at this moment.  

When reflecting on their daily routines, Nancy and Julie respectively pointed out 

their different emphases. Nancy thought that the details of her everyday teaching was 

never the same, and even she could not anticipate what she was going to do before 

entering her class because she did not always teach according to her syllabus. One 

example she took for her unpredictable class instruction was that her students and she 

sometimes spent more than her expected amount of time discussing about certain 

grammar points they found entertaining and interesting. Although such discussions no 

doubt took much of her class time, Nancy believed that engaging students in meaning 
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negotiations is one of the best ways to stimulate conversation practice in language 

learning. Julie stressed preparation was extremely important in her teaching routine. Julie, 

when preparing her lessons, would not only carefully examine the exercises in the 

textbook that were going to be used in class, but she, in her notebook, would also write 

down everything to do in class and listed as many examples as possible to clarify the 

students' confusions that she anticipated. Therefore, Julie mentioned that ―90% of the 

time I have a well-planned lesson‖  because she would always attempt to plan her class as 

in much detail as possible.             

Learning Strategies 

Strategies from the Teachers' Learning Experiences  

Nancy, Cindy and Julie shared some strategies that they had ever used or wanted 

to use to better their language learning after experiencing successful and/or unsuccessful 

foreign language learning in the past. Interestingly, all three teachers emphasize on 

influence of a learning environment. Both Nancy and Cindy thought that exposure to a 

considerable amount of the target language input is critical. In Nancy's opinion, learners 

do not necessarily produce the same amount of language output as that of language input 

because they do not absorb everything at once. To achieve fluency, learners need to be 

immersed in an environment where the target language is naturally spoken. On the 

contrary, although Cindy agreed that learners need a lot of examples to understand how to 

use the language in context, she did not consider excessive amount of information in the 

target language to be beneficial. Rather, she indicated that it is important to take 

appropriate amount of language input into considerations because learners need to recycle 

the information before they are able to absorb new input. Cindy's perspective reflected 
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Stephen Krashen's Input Hypothesis which claims that for learners to successfully acquire 

language, they need to absorb information that they can understand, which is also a 

concept known as Comprehensible Input. This comprehensible input at the same time 

should contain language just slightly beyond learners' current language level, which are 

represented as i+1 . Learners' language development therefore need to progress through 

the i+1 process. In addition to an environment filled with the target language, motivation 

is another factor stressed by Nancy and Cindy that plays vital role in learning. As for 

Julie, she believed that there is no shortcut to language learning, so the most important 

way from her experience to learn a language is simply study. Memorization hence is a 

necessary skill that language learners need to use. Also, extensive reading is a strategy 

that Julie considered to be useful, and vocabulary and grammar understanding can hereby 

be increased and strengthened. The strategies that the teachers used to learn their foreign 

languages greatly influenced their later teaching. For example, they all made to create an 

environment that gave their students more opportunities to practice speaking, and 

encourage them to do so outside of the classroom. Also, the teachers' experiences of the 

use of learning strategies influenced the strategies they thought could bring benefits or 

harm to their ESL students' learning. The following is a synthesis of the strategies that the 

teachers suggested their ESL learners to use and not to use.                           

Recommended and non-Recommended Strategies for ESL Learners  

Nancy provided several learning strategies particularly focused on writing. The 

first strategy she recommended was extensive writing. In her opinion, practicing writing 

skills is very similar to practicing speaking skills because in order to master these two 

areas of skills, learners need to do a great amount of practice that is not limited to 
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classroom context. That is to say, for writing practice outside of classroom, learners can 

make use of anything they do in a wide range of daily activities. The second strategy that 

Nancy recommended was to try new things and English idioms to broaden content and 

vocabulary. This was because she discovered that her ESL learners were afraid of making 

mistakes when including unfamiliar things in their writing. Hence, Nancy strongly 

suggested them to take the risks of trying new things, and at the same time welcome 

mistakes and learn from them as she believed that ―making a mistake is not a problem; 

the problem is what you do with those mistakes.‖ As for Nancy's view about making 

mistakes, she recommended editing as another important writing strategy as she found 

that her learners tended to pay excessive attention to grammatical structure, but overlook 

the overall fluency of their writing. Nancy therefore encouraged that learners focus more 

on the flow of meaning as the top priority in their writing followed by the quality of 

content, and after that they can begin the editing process at the sentence level.  

When discussing writing, Cindy also recommended strategies similar to those of 

Nancy because of her emphasis on the overall organization of ESL learners' writing as 

well as on extensive writing. To increase the writing opportunities in addition to the 

formal writing for her learners, Cindy assigned them three journal entries per week, and 

suggested that they include anything that they have just learned in the writing. She also 

added that, because spending too much time thinking about grammar or vocabulary often 

slowed down her learner's writing speed, practicing speed writing is a good strategy in 

which ESL learners simply write for few minutes without worrying about any rules. 

Gradually, they will write faster after several practices. Cindy further suggested learning 

strategies for other areas of language skills: For reading skills, she had her students 

discuss background information before they were going to read an article in class, which 
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is a scaffolding process. Previewing, skimming and scanning are also useful strategies 

that Cindy thought could help learners gain some preliminary understanding before the 

in-depth reading begins. As for vocabulary words, she suggested that learners memorize 

them by dividing them so they will not be overwhelmed by memorizing lots of 

vocabulary at once. Also, using new vocabulary in learners' writing can reinforce their 

memory of the vocabulary as the context in their writing can be a reminder of the 

meaning of the vocabulary.  

Julie thought memorization, although it sounded boring, is still the most important 

strategy in language learning, especially when dealing with English vocabulary and 

irregular verbs. However, she also stressed that there are strategies, such as the use of 

flash cards that make memorization more effective. Another strategy that Julie 

recommended for her ESL learners was to capitalize on any chances to practice English 

outside of class. To her, ―everything mundane‖ in everyday life can be good chances to 

better language skills.  

With respect to non-recommended strategies, Nancy suggested that learners not to 

plagiarize any work by other people because it happened to several of her previous 

learners when they found some great information on the Internet, then copied and pasted 

it into their essays as their own work, which is a huge violation in U.S society. Also, 

Nancy, from her personal experience of learning French, did not recommend ESL 

learners to stay with people who speak their native tongues. Otherwise, their English 

would not progress even though they are living and learning in an English speaking 

country. Moreover, both Nancy and Julie strongly opposed the use of translation in 

learning language because thinking about English by using learners' native languages to 
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do the translation takes extra time for them to process language. Also, translation causes 

more mistakes since languages do not always translate in the same order or same way. 

For these reasons, both Nancy and Julie did not encourage their learners to bring bilingual 

dictionaries to class because they did not want them to depend on translation to learn 

English. The quality of such bilingual dictionaries that their students brought from all 

over the world also raised doubts in the two teachers. Therefore, if the learners needed to 

look up the meaning of a word, English-English dictionaries would be the only choice 

that Nancy and Julie encouraged them to use. Conversely, Cindy, although she 

understood and agreed with the reasons why most teacher have concern about the use of 

bilingual dictionaries, she thought her teaching became even more efficient when the 

bilingual dictionaries provided quick answers to her students' questions. This, she would 

not discourage the use of such dictionaries to assist her students' learning in class. 

However, Cindy strongly opposed the overuse of a single strategy from her experience of 

learning Spanish by merely relying on Italian instead of truly studying it. So, she 

reflected that she should have tried to use the memorization strategy, which was 

previously recommended by Julie as the most important one. But at the same time, Cindy 

cautioned that memorization should not be used in isolation but employed in tandem with 

other strategies to retain memory more effectively. 

 In all, it seemed Nancy and Julie were more certain about learning strategies that 

would lead to positive or adverse learning outcomes as they responded to me immediately 

after I asked for their answers to my interview questions about learning strategies. As for 

Cindy, she tended to welcome any kind of learning strategies because she saw each of 

them as having their own advantages. Unlike Nancy and Julie who placed emphasis on 

their students' learning process, Cindy was fine with her learners' use of the bilingual 
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dictionaries in her class because she was more concerned whether the learning strategy 

used by her students could help her complete the teaching of her preplanned lesson more 

smoothly. This may have had something to do with each of the teachers' length of 

teaching experience. Both Nancy and Julie were more able to react to class situations 

created by their students and had more knowledge of ESL students' learning needs. There 

were still many things for Cindy, who was a freshman in ESL teaching when I began to 

interview her, to learn and adjust to in this brand new field. As a result, each learning 

strategy, to Cindy, seemed useful in some way as long as it did not conflict with her 

teaching philosophy.              

Students' Difficulties in Learning 

All three teachers recognized that ESL students, depending on their languages and 

cultural backgrounds, encounter different kinds of learning difficulties. Nancy, from a 

grammatical standpoint, found out that the more different their native languages are from 

English, the more difficulties in learning English her students would have. She shared an 

example of her Arabic students who have a very different language system from English 

in terms of the directions of reading and writing the languages, phonemes containing 

vowels or no vowels, and the position of subjects in a sentence. In Julie's experiences, her 

French and Spanish learners were often already familiar with English writing rules 

whereas her Asian and Middle Eastern learners tended to have a harder time due to the 

different writing rules between their native languages and English. As for Cindy, her 

Middle Eastern students were usually the ones who had the most difficulties in English 

writing. Therefore, any difference between students' native languages and English creates 

interference in their learning process. The second kind of difficulty that the teachers' ESL 
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students encountered was related to cultural differences. Nancy explained that whether or 

not a culture encourages their learners to give their opinions also influences language 

learning. These teachers' Arabic learners, due to their oral cultures, seemed more 

comfortable speaking English than other groups of students. On the contrary, their Asian 

learners tended to have difficulties expressing themselves verbally. Julie also mentioned 

another culturally related issue. Her students sometimes had difficulties in understanding 

a simple English word or an American joke because of its cultural and political nuances. 

Motivation is another crucial factor that both Nancy and Cindy emphasized influences 

students' learning. Nancy shared an example of her Asian learners. Some of them were 

less motivated and reluctant to speak in class because of ―the nervousness about the 

speaking, the lack of confidence, the feeling that [they] look stupid,‖ which was 

described by Nancy as ―an Asian thing.‖ Cindy found that her students, when lacking 

motivation, would come to class late, be absent, or be unwilling to do numerous things. 

Without motivation, she did not think any learning would take place.       

Regarding the most difficult aspect of learning English, the difficulties of Julie's 

students  were indicated by the four language skills. Generally speaking, listening was the 

most difficult aspect of English learning for most of Julie's students because it involves 

speakers' various accents and speeds in addition to the immediate comprehension of 

speakers' verbal messages that may be unpredictable. Writing, as mentioned previously 

which is greatly influenced by the similarities and differences between their native 

languages and English, was the next difficult language skill for her students. The least 

difficulties that Julie's students had, in turn, was learning reading and speaking skills as 

the difficulty level of these two skills varied depending on her students' personalities as 

well as their cultures. For example, her Asian learners, although their languages may 
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have a very different grammatical system from English, were more comfortable reading 

since the habit of studying and reading has been established in most Asian cultures. 

Cindy considered vocabulary as the most difficult aspect that was commonly shared by 

her students. In her opinion, vocabulary is the basis of language. Without this basis, her 

students would not be able to do anything or even learn the four language skills. As for 

Nancy, she did not think that she could identify the most difficult part of English learning 

for all of her students. Rather, she believed that the learning difficulties for her students 

depended on their native languages, cultures and personalities.  

From the teachers' experience of dealing with their students' learning difficulties, 

it seems that ESL teaching is a complicated profession because it is not as simple as 

teaching a school course subject. It does not only involve teaching linguistic forms of 

English or the knowledge of the four language skills, but also the cultures and social 

values embedded in English-speaking countries. Language hence is a complex system 

composed of more than grammatical structure. To help ESL learners truly acquire a 

language, it is important for teachers to understand semantics -- the study of the meaning 

of language expression as well as pragmatics -- the study of the use of language in social 

context due to the fact that ESL learners' difficulties are often not limited to language 

structure, but also multiple meanings of words or phrases used in different settings. The 

differences that are brought by ESL learners, in turn, also have an impact on their own 

learning and teachers' instruction. As learners in an ESL classroom may come from 

heterogeneous backgrounds, it is equally important for ESL teachers in the U.S. to be 

aware of not only the language but also the cultural and social differences between their 

ESL learners as well as between their learners and Americans.  
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Teachers' Difficulties in Teaching 

All three teachers found that they had difficulties in terms of two aspects -- 

language teaching and students' learning and discipline. The most difficult aspect of 

teaching for Nancy is that the teaching method in different classes is never the same and 

the effectiveness of a method also varies from class to class. She thought that when 

teaching a class, it is not possible to use a method exactly the same way that was already 

used in another class. An experienced teacher needs to be able to modify a teaching 

method for different classes according to the content of the lessons, students' individual 

needs and their learning difficulties. To Nancy, language itself was not the most difficult 

part in her teaching experience. Rather, it was the students' various backgrounds and 

personalities that made her teaching difficult and also, in turn, influenced the feeling of 

connection between Nancy and her students to work toward a shared goal. Therefore, 

another difficulty for Nancy was to establish solidarity with her student to achieve a 

shared goal, which requires mutual understanding between her and her students. Further, 

teaching beginning level learners was also a difficult task for Nancy. She found that these 

learners tended to have a short attention span because of their lack of understanding of 

language. When teaching the beginning level learners, Nancy had to prepare a variety of 

activities and be able to improvisatorially switch one activity to another to meet their 

learning needs. Interestingly, as Nancy gradually had a better command of adjusting and 

adding class activities or students' assignments instead of following her original lesson 

plans, she realized that she became the greatest challenges to herself. Sometimes, the 

situation of the class suddenly triggered some exciting ideas so that Nancy wanted to 

have her students do extra work in or after class. However, such impromptu 

modifications in her class could overwhelm herself and her students either because she 
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had to spend extra time grading the extra work she assigned to the students or the 

students felt that there was too much work for them to finish. Therefore, Nancy has tried 

to control herself not to be overly enthusiastic about doing something without considering 

her students' actual abilities and interests.  

As for Cindy, her difficulties in language teaching were more related to the 

situation of her adaptation to the ESL teaching career. Her first difficulty was to teach the 

four language skills separately in the ESL program. Due to the fact that Cindy learned 

and taught Italian language four skills as a whole with only one textbook in the past, 

when she found out that most ESL textbooks which were assigned for a specific language 

skill by the ESL program often contain good components of other skills, she was 

therefore confused how to really focus solely on a skill in her instruction. Moreover, 

since each teacher in the program is generally assigned to teach two of the four skills and 

then the two skills are respectively assigned with a different textbook, the separation of 

the four skills, in Cindy's opinion, may lead to more time for a teacher to cover the 

curricula of the two skills but little time to integrate them. Cindy's second difficulty in 

language teaching was the change of textbook every semester in the program which 

adversely influenced her teaching. She expressed her dislike of this policy for three 

reasons: First, there would be more work to do whenever preparing lessons with a new 

textbook, and the supplementary materials that Cindy prepared in the previous semester 

might not be appropriate to be used with the new textbook. She hence felt very exhausted 

that she had to prepare everything from the beginning. It was also hard for her to control 

the time for her lessons or exercises in the textbook due to her unfamiliarity with a new 

textbook each semester. Additionally, Cindy had questions about the textbook decision 

making procedure in that she could not be part of the decision making committee for the 
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textbook which she was going to use in the next semester. Even she could, she would not 

be sure which textbook would be a good choice for a certain level of classes which she 

had never had taught before. Another difficulty that Cindy had in language teaching was 

that she was not confident in how to cope with the situations where she did not know how 

to respond to her students' questions. Despite the fact that she knew she was not her 

students' ―encyclopedia,‖ the feeling of being unable to immediately provide the right 

answers extremely frustrated Cindy. Also, because Cindy was in the ―process of 

discovery‖ at the beginning of ESL teaching, she was very often concerned whether her 

instruction was appropriate to her students who came to her class with different levels of 

English proficiencies.    

Julie's first difficulty in language teaching was being able to explain her lessons in 

a way that her students could understand, and at the same time, to anticipate their 

difficulties. Another difficulty for Julie was the reading instruction where there is always 

a different set of vocabulary words and there is rarely exactly right answers to the reading 

questions involving personal opinions and social values. The third difficulty for Julie 

occurred in the situation where she was overwhelmed by loads of students' writing 

assignments. Also, time had always been an issue for Julie in two aspects. In the first 

aspect, it was difficult to cover all of Julie's course requirements while still providing fun 

and relaxing class activities for her students. The second aspect was that each of Julie's 

students tended to complete in-class exercises, especially writing assignments, at a 

different speed due to their different processing time in their thoughts. Hence, 

determining how much time to spend on curriculum instruction and students' assignments 

in class has been challenging for Julie.               
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Concerning students' issues, there were two major difficulties for the three 

teachers. Both Nancy and Cindy was very much disturbed by their students' tardy 

attendance in that most of Nancy's students arrived in class at different times and Cindy's 

students entered classroom 15 minutes after the class was supposed to start. Both teachers 

were concerned about not being able to start class immediately. Nancy often had the 

reaction of wanting to admonish her students in a similar way to her high school students 

for their late arrival, but she realized her adult learners did not like to be treated as young 

children. It was hence another difficulty for Nancy not to treat her adult learners as young 

children when they acted liked ones. To solve her students' tardiness issue, Nancy gave 

them an irregular -verb quiz in the beginning of the class that served as an incentive for 

them to arrive in class on time in addition to strengthening their memory of the verbs. 

Conversely, Cindy did not figure out an appropriate solution to her students' attendance 

issues. As to avoid her students' tardiness during the ten-minute class recess, Cindy's 

solution was that she gave her students a class recess only when time was allowed. The 

other difficulty was about students' motivation, which influenced both Cindy's and Julie's 

teaching in different ways. Cindy found that her students tended to be lax and less 

motivated near the end of a semester from their incomplete homework assignments or 

overdue submission. She felt very frustrated because her class plan was ruined and 

needed an immediate modification as a result of her students' carelessness about school 

work. To Julie, the difficulty was to maintain students' motivation as students in a class 

have different attention spans, preferences and language proficiency levels. So, to make 

them feel motivated and interested, she had to be very aware of the kind of class activities 

that her students liked or disliked, the time to spend on the activities for them to focus, 

and the appropriateness of language levels of the activities. Julie described these kinds of 
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situations as ―constant challenges‖ for her because she had to be able to ―[add] enough 

variety and [change] the routines while marching through the curriculum.‖                      

In language teaching, Julie felt that although there were different kinds of 

difficulties for her in the courses with a different language skill focus, she thought that 

none of the courses was entirely easy or difficult to teach. For instance, Julie said that she 

had ―a hate relationship‖ with her writing classes because of the burden of correcting 

students' writing assignments, but she also thought that the students' writing made her 

understand more about their personal lives. Therefore, Julie liked and disliked every 

course for different reasons. With regard to Cindy, although she had many difficulties in 

her transitions of being an ESL teacher, she reflected that she found that most of the 

teachers in her program did not seem to be bothered very much by the issues she had, so 

she believed it had to do with the more teaching experience that those teachers had. 

Among all the difficulties that Cindy shared in the interviews, she obviously had the most 

concern about the change of textbooks every semester as she spent a considerable amount 

of time explaining this issue, and she mentioned that half of the teachers in the program 

were also unpleased with this policy like she was. Even though the textbooks are decided 

by the committee constituted by the teachers, Cindy expressed her helplessness of 

following the textbook policy, in her words:          

What they [(the committee)] do is they talk about: ―What textbook do they want 

to use next semester?‖ Uh, they don‘t talk about: ―Can we change our 

philosophy?‖ They talk about: ―What textbook should we change?‖ They don‘t 

talk about: ―Should we just stop changing?‖     

Moreover, all three teachers mentioned that they were provided with the most freedom to 

design and teach their lessons, but they were still required to use the textbooks assigned 

by the committee to cover the central structures on the curriculum guide although it could 
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be accomplished in any way they want to. Consequently, the greatest influence of this 

textbook policy on Cindy's teaching was that she would not be motivated to devote more 

time to prepare her lessons around the textbook because she knew that she would not be 

able to use her current textbook in the next term anyhow, which she believed could also 

explain the reason why half of the teachers in the program did not favor this policy.     

It is also interesting to note that both Cindy and Julie expressed their concern 

about being unable to immediately respond to their students' questions. However, their 

concern was not exactly the same. Cindy, because she felt short of the knowledge of 

English language, could not provide correct answers to her students' questions. As for 

Julie, even though she felt knowledgeable about English, she thought that it was fairly 

difficult to provide answers in a way that her students could understand. As a whole, both 

Nancy' and Julie's difficulties were mostly built around the issues of how the 

effectiveness of their students' learning was influenced by their instruction whereas 

Cindy's difficulties were more focused on how her class instruction was affected by the 

program policy and students' behavior. These three teachers' different difficulties reveal 

the differences between novice and experienced teachers as being reflected in Richards' 

(1998) findings of teachers' decision making in instruction with their maxims. The 

maxims used by the more experienced teachers included ―build on students' difficulties,‖ 

―maintain active student involvement,‖ and ―develop a language focus for the lesson‖ 

while those for the less experienced focused on ―cover your lesson plan,‖ and ―fit your 

plan to match the time available‖ (Richards, 1998, p. 117). The different focuses of the 

teachers' choices of the maxims explain the reasons why Cindy as a less experienced ESL 

teacher tended to be more concerned about the impact of her difficulties in adapting to the 

ESL teaching on the proceeding of her preplanned lesson in class and why both Nancy 
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and Julie as more experienced teachers were concerned about the influence of their 

instruction on their students' learning outcomes.     

Applications and Perspectives of the Language Instructional Methods 

All three teachers told the stories of their use of the instructional methods and  

shared their  perspectives on the methods. Because Nancy believed that using a language 

in context is the only way to achieve fluency in the language, she always liked to 

incorporate communicative activities into her class. Hence, Nancy particularly favored 

those methods consisting of elements that created more opportunities for her students to 

speak even if she was teaching a writing class. Cindy preferred to use the Direct Method 

with which she had less control over students' learning than with other teacher-centered 

methods, such as the Grammar-Translation Method. However, due to the nature of the 

Direct Method that requires teachers to  lead classes, Cindy still exercised more control 

over her class than teachers who utilized the Communicative Language Teaching 

Approach. In addition, kinesthetic activities such as those implemented in the Total 

Physical Response classes were also Cindy's favorites. Julie, like Nancy, also preferred 

those methods that can foster students‘ communication skills rather than simply giving 

them lectures. In Julie's experiences, commutative activities also worked most 

effectively, especially for those who had accustomed to the latest technology, such as 

texting via computers or cell phones, involving real-time interactions in everyday life. 

Although Nancy and Julie favored the communicative type of activities, they were both 

concerned about the fact that some students might not feel ready or secured to engage in 

such activities which required  speaking skills in English. Julie further shared another 

concern that she could not employ the communicative activities as freely as she wanted 
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because they could sometimes be very time-consuming. Apparently, the time 

management in planning communicative activities was a drawback when used in this 

intensive English program.  

Even though the three teachers were not teaching exactly the same skill focuses, 

they all favored the group activities according to the needs of their respective classes. 

Nancy assigned group projects where both group and individual work was involved. 

Also,  substantial amount of communication in English among her students naturally took 

place inside and outside the classrooms with goals to complete the projects. Cindy taught 

teaching listening and speaking skills by placing her students in groups for discussion 

activities. Even for individual presentations, Cindy who still had her students paired up 

often encouraged them to practice presenting to each other and engaging in natural 

conversations as to establish their confidence before presenting to the class.. As for Julie, 

she liked to engage her students in a variety of class activities, such as scrambled 

sentences and strips of paper where she  placed interesting clues/cues for her students to 

make sentences. By doing so, her students had a common goal to work together on, while 

oral communication among them  was sparked off by anything they found interesting or 

were concerned from these activities. As to the teaching methods that they chosen not to 

use, both Nancy and Cindy pointed out that they disliked them mainly because they were 

either unfamiliar or made them feel uncomfortable using them in their classrooms. Julie 

did not disclose her dislikes of any methods,  however,  she stressed that she used various 

teaching methods for a variety of class activities.            

Underlying the instructional methods are the teaching principles. The teachers 

reflected on their beliefs and principles of effective instruction and methods. Both Cindy 
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and Nancy viewed that effective teaching is intangible. In Cindy's opinion, the good or 

bad teaching is generally reflected on students learning outcomes that are not only limited 

to test scores but also on their everyday performances of language skills. With nearly 

half-a-century teaching experience, Nancy indicated that there is no absolute definition to 

good or bad teaching. Among the various methods employed by Nancy, she had 

personally experienced some unsuccessful use of teaching methods that previously 

worked well in her or her colleagues' classes. According to Nancy, a method, activity or 

material used by the same teacher  a subsequent class or by a different teacher in a 

different class may derive different teaching and learning outcomes. Therefore, Nancy 

believed that good or bad teaching is not simply a matter of a particular teaching method. 

Rather, the teaching outcome is a ―confluence‖ of the ―magical combination‖ of teachers, 

students, class situations (do you mean classroom climate/classroom ambience?), and the  

subjects  taught in class. Such a combination addressed by Nancy is consistent with 

Schwab's (1973) four commonplaces of curriculum: Teachers, learners, milieu, and 

subject matter. Because each element of the magical combination influences (or is 

interdependent on/ is intertwined with) one another; Nancy pointed out that any 

differences in any of the elements could alter the effectiveness  in the use of a teaching 

method. As for Julie, she viewed that teachers' qualities are crucial to achieve effective 

instruction. These qualities include patience, enthusiasm, and broad-mindedness. Julie 

thought being patient to learners is the most important quality a teacher should  possess. 

Teachers' enthusiasm can reinforce students' motivation in learning. Teachers also need to 

remain receptive to new information. 

There are significant differences in the three teachers' responses of their views 

about language instructional methods. From Nancy's perspective, due to the variables in 
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every class, the effectiveness of a method depends on how a teacher makes use of it to 

harness students' interests. Julie believed that every teacher has a tendency to  

consciously or subconsciously uses a mix of methods to teach a class. She shared how 

she and her colleagues utilized different methods for different purposes in their classes. 

For example, the repetition emphasized in the Audio-Lingual Method can be effectively 

used when engaging students in materials that require memorization skills. Conversely, 

Cindy tended to consider the Audio-Lingual Method and other methods developed in the 

past and lacked a communication element to be inappropriate for today's language 

teaching. Thus , there is a similarity between Nancy's and Julie's perspectives on 

language instructional methods. Corresponding with Prabhu's (1990) view that ―there is 

no best method,‖ both Nancy and Julie deemed that every method has its own strengths 

and weaknesses, and they work best when used in appropriate contexts. However, Cindy 

tended to have a definite answer to effective or ineffective methods. From the teachers' 

application and perspectives, the lengths and levels of teaching experiences further 

explained their differences. That is, the more experiences the teachers gained, the more 

acceptance and appreciation of various teaching methods they tend to have. Therefore, 

Cindy who inclined to show her distinct likes and dislikes of the teaching methods 

reflected a beginner teacher's views whereas Nancy and Julie who thought it was difficult 

to gauge the usefulness of a method reflected experienced teachers' perspectives. Another 

difference of the experienced and less experienced teachers can been seen from Julie's 

and Cindy's attitudes toward teaching. As Julie's teaching experiences increased, she 

embraced the thought that she should never think that she knew everything; instead, there 

was always a continuous and mutual learning between them and their students. On the 

contrary, even though Cindy knew that there were many things she needed to learn as a 
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beginning ESL teacher, she confessed that she was uncomfortable with the feeling of and 

was extremely concerned about knowing less than her students because she was 

overwhelmed by tremendous frustrations (very briefly explain where these frustrations 

came from). Consequently, Cindy often needed to remind herself that she knew more 

than her students in order to help herself establish more confidence in teaching.       

Teachers' Changes and Suggestions for Novices 

Each teacher participant described changes in their instruction and provided 

teaching suggestions for novice teachers. To some extent, there was a connection 

between their changes and suggestions. The three teacher's suggestions to the novice 

teachers echoed their responses to their own changes. Hence, these suggestions were not 

purely their reflections on their ESL teaching careers, but also reflected changes they 

made consciously or unconsciously from trials and errors throughout their teaching 

experiences.  

Nancy, in her early years of teaching, was often anxious that she would be unable 

to complete her preplanned lessons to help her students learn what they needed to learn. 

Being pressured by her conscience, she used to be an authoritarian teacher in order to 

tightly control her students‘ behavior and class pace. It took Nancy 20 years to 

understand that the success  n students' learning outcomes are caused by complex reasons 

rather than simply teachers' instruction. In Nancy's ESL classrooms where most of her 

students came in with  varied levels of knowledge  in English language prior to taking her 

classes, she realized that ―teaching is not about taking something given from the outside 

and giving it to them. It‘s about releasing something that is inside of them.‖ Therefore, 

over the years, Nancy has  learned to become a more relaxed teacher who let her class 
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situations guided her instruction., She suggested beginner teachers not blame themselves 

if they have already tried their best to teach. Another suggestion ―take a little bit from 

everywhere‖ given by Nancy was also reflected on the change of her attitude toward 

teaching methodologies. She believed that ―one size does not fit all‖ as one teaching 

method does not always work for every class. She strongly suggested novice teachers try 

different methods and seek the best elements from those methods to meet the needs of 

their classes and students.  

Similar to Nancy, one of the greatest changes that Cindy made was try to be more 

relaxed and not to bring her school work or issues home. This was also Cindy's first 

suggestion that she wanted to give to novice teachers based on her personal experience in 

that teachers needed breaks and time to develop themselves and learn many things in the 

beginning of teaching careers.  Another change of Cindy‘s was that she gained more 

understanding of her ESL students with diverse cultural and language backgrounds 

during the early years of her teaching profession. Such an understanding was beneficial 

for her to recognize the reasons behind her students' misbehavior and learning 

difficulties. Being able to recognize  factors that affected students' learning was one of 

the important suggestions that Cindy thought teachers  ought to be aware of.  

As for Julie, her first suggestion for novice teachers was ―be prepared.‖ This was 

reflected on Julie's change triggered by her beginning teaching experience in which she 

did not realize that her class preparation was insufficient in spite of her complete 

professional training in her ESL teachers' preparation program. Without careful and 

thorough preparations, she underwent class situations where she felt embarrassed that she 

was not able to provide satisfying explanations to her students and where she needed to 
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make impromptu instructional decisions, leading to more problems for her and her 

students. Having learned from this experience, Julie did not regard class preparation as 

simply as a teaching-materials-browsing task, but a complicated work that involves 

teachers' careful examination of their materials and anticipations of students' potential 

challenges. Additionally, Julie's class preparation included extracurricular activities  and 

games. Constrained by class pace, Julie's control and the impromptu selection of class 

activities often troubled her when she began teaching ESL. She suggested novice teachers 

always prepare a few class activities in case they need to use but are not able to 

immediately figure out an appropriate one for their classes.  

 Similarities among the three teachers' changes  and their suggestions were 

revealed. All of them had tried becoming more flexible after going through their 

beginning teaching experiences. However, the teachers sought flexibility in different 

class situations. were not exactly relaxed themselves from the same issues. Because 

Nancy and Julie were more experienced with impromptu adjustment of their lessons, they 

were comfortable letting their students choose what they wanted to do and learn in class 

when appropriate. Therefore, Nancy and Julie tried to create less-teacher-centered 

classroom atmosphere where students and teachers are more like collaborators while 

accepting students' different learning styles; in turn, they had become less controlling 

over students' learning. On the contrary, Cindy  tried to relax herself from her transitions 

and frustrations in ESL teaching. Among the teachers' suggestions, there are more 

similarities between Nancy and Julie's responses. Both Nancy and Julie stressed that 

novice teachers need to be particularly prepared in order to be responsive to unpredictable 

classroom situations. Also, from both of their perspectives, it  may not be realistic and 

practical if beginner  teachers attempt to complete everything they want to do with their 
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class with  limited of time. Rather, teachers should stay focused on only a number of 

tasks , so they and their students  feel less overwhelmed and are more likely to 

accomplish those tasks well.  

With regard to the suggestions for non-native English teachers, there are 

similarities in their responses. Since both Nancy and Cindy used to teach foreign 

languages prior to teaching ESL, they understood how it was to teach languages as non-

native teachers. They both pointed out that although non-native teachers' speaking may 

not be as fluent as native teachers, they should always remember and use their 

experiences as former language learners to  facilitate in students‘ learning. Cindy 

believed that non-native language teachers have their own advantages, and the greatest 

advantage is that they possess greater capabilities than native language teachers in 

identifying challenges in students' learning. Nancy thought that non-native teachers can 

use the way how they learned the language, both positive  and negative experiences, to 

help shape  their teaching. As for Julie, she had always been teaching English as a native 

English speaker, she hence gave non-native teachers suggestions from a perspective of a 

former foreign language learner. Due to Julie's lack of practice in speaking German both 

in and out of her classroom, she strongly suggested that when teaching in an English-as-

a-foreign-language environment, non-native teachers ―incorporate authentic language‖ 

through using materials introducing various social aspects of the target language and 

utilizing  students' native cultures with views and perspectives from native speakers of 

the target language.       
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Implications for Language Instructional Methods Courses 

In this dissertation research, the issue concerning effectiveness of language 

teaching methods courses in teacher preparation programs arose during the interviews 

with the teachers. The language teaching method course is worth a discussion here 

because little has been studied on analysis of curriculum of methods courses in teacher 

preparation programs.  

Among the three teachers, although both Cindy and Julie had taken a teaching 

methods course in their master's degree programs, they had different experiences and 

feelings about this course. Cindy was uncertain if her methods course was helpful to her 

instruction as she had already had some teaching experience prior to taking this course. 

Conversely, Julie who had never taught before this course was greatly benefited from it. 

The difference in Cindy's and Julie's prior experiences leading to their positive or 

negative reflections cannot simply determine the usefulness of the methods course. 

Rather, it is important to probe into the design of the curriculum of their courses to 

understand reasons attributed to the two teachers' opposite learning outcomes. In Cindy's 

experience, the teaching methods course she took combined the introduction of language 

teaching methods and teaching practice whereas in Julie's, the course she had was 

actually divided into two separate sessions: One focused on knowledge of individual 

teaching methods, and the other on teaching practicum. As a result, the first problem 

emerging from a methods course similar to Cindy's was that both formal and practical 

teaching knowledge is squeezed into one class session due to time restriction. In other 

words, teacher candidates are not provided with sufficient opportunities to engage in 

teaching practice. For example, in Cindy's case, she only did teaching practice once or 
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twice during the entire semester of her methods course, so she, with prior teaching 

experience when taking the course, did not learn a lot from this practice. Hence, how to 

appropriately allocate time for formal and practical teaching knowledge is a major 

concern for a methods course.  

The second problem is stemmed from the appropriateness of course assignments 

for teacher candidates. The method course should not be designed only for teacher 

candidates who have no prior teaching experience. Instead, the learning needs of those 

who have already had teaching experience should be considered as well. As mentioned 

previously in the section of the three teachers' second phase of their experiences in this 

chapter: Learning of the Language Instructional Methodologies, journal entries which are 

used to develop reflective teaching skills can be an alternative assignment for 

experienced teacher candidates to increase their awareness of their classroom issues. As a 

matter of fact, reflective teaching is also important for all teachers candidates and novice 

teachers to reflect on and improve their own teaching. Therefore, in addition to journal 

entries, some other ways that a methods course can use to enhance teacher candidates' 

reflective teaching skills include classroom observations, videos that record teaching 

demonstrations and/or teacher candidates' teaching assignments.     

The third problem was that experts of individual methods often attempt to 

prescribe the use of their methods for teachers to apply in their classrooms. However, 

every class varies in different ways, so teacher candidates may encounter difficulties 

when they try to employ teaching methods in the exactly same way presented by experts. 

Echoing Pennycook's (1989) finding that there is a large gap between experts' theories 

and actual classroom practice, Cindy also felt a gap between what she learned from her 
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methods course and what she practiced in classroom when being a novice ESL teacher 

facing a number of frustrations and transitions. Therefore, a teaching methods course 

should not purely introduce various methods to teacher candidates. What is more 

important in a methods course is to encourage teacher candidates ―to live with 

complexities and appreciate ambiguity‖ and learn to discover solutions to their everyday 

teaching situations (Clarke & Silberstein, 1988, p. 697). According to Grosse (1991),  

helping every teacher candidate to develop to be ―the teacher as decision maker and 

problem solver‖ was a challenge for methods course instructors in the 1990's (p. 42). 

This, no doubt, remains a challenging task in today's teacher preparation programs as 

their ultimate goal is to prepare teacher candidates to be able to cope and be comfortable 

with complex issues in classrooms.             

Conclusion  

The purpose of this research was to better understand how the language 

instructional methodologies are practiced and perceived by adult English as Second 

Language teachers through exploring their experiences of learning and teaching with the 

language instructional methodologies. Several topics of inquiry were examined in the 

research: (a) what experiences did ESL teachers have in their teacher preparation 

programs and in their own learning when they were language learners?; (b) How do ESL 

teachers learn language instructional methodologies?; (c) How do ESL teachers perceive 

language instructional methodologies in terms of their underlying pedagogical principles 

and characteristics toward teaching and learning?; (d) How do ESL teachers applied 

language instructional methodologies in their classrooms; and (e) What are the critical 

factors influenced ESL teachers‘ choices of language instructional methods? Also, this 
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dissertation research used mixed methods and involved a two-stage research process. The 

first stage involved survey research and was conducted with twenty-seven teachers in an 

adult English language center in the U.S. The findings provided an overview of the 

teachers' familiarity levels and frequency of the teachers' use of twenty language 

instructional methods developed or commonly used in the 20th century. The results 

indicated that the first three most familiar methods to the teachers were Communicative 

Language Teaching, Multiple Intelligences, and Whole Language Approach; and the first 

three frequently used methods by the teachers are the Whole Language Approach, 

Communicative Language Teaching, and the Cooperative Language Learning. Three 

teacher participants, chosen on the basis of specific criteria, were subsequently selected 

for the extensive interviews I conducted in the aftermath of the survey and its analysis.  

In the second stage of the research, narrative inquiry research method was used. 

The three teachers' personal practical knowledge (Clandinin, 1985; Clandinin & 

Connelly, 1992, 1994) was presented through the narrative reconstruction of their 

learning and teaching experiences, which, in turn, were presented in the story 

constellations (Craig, 2007) representational form. Three main plotlines emerged in each 

of the three teachers' constellations: (1) stories of learning foreign languages, (2) stories 

of learning instructional methodologies, and (3) stories of teaching with instructional 

methodologies. These stories revealed that ESL teachers' current instructional 

methodologies are profoundly influenced and informed by their prior experiences as 

language learners, and preservice and inservice teachers. For instance, one finding in this 

research indicated that all three teachers' favored the Communicative Language Teaching 

Approach. However, this result was not simply attributed to the teachers' formally or 

informally mastering of the knowledge of the Communicative Language Teaching 



306 

 

 

 

Approach, but more importantly, this instructional approach was a reflection of their 

personal experiences—positive  or negative—of  language learning and teaching. The 

importance of ESL teachers' prior experiences have been studied to show how ESL 

teachers' instructional decisions and beliefs are shaped by their prior language learning 

and teaching experiences. (i.e., Ebsworth & Schweers, 1997; Farrell, 1999; Numrich, 

1996; Nunan;1992; Richards, Li & Tang, 1998; Woods, 1996). Meanwhile, the ESL 

teachers' present experiences -- their stories of teaching—with the various instructional 

methodologies , according to Dewey (1938), continuously influence their  instruction as 

the teachers‘ careers continue to unfurl in the future.     

The four curricular commonplaces, teachers, learners, milieu, and subject matter, 

advocated by Schwab (1973), penetrated through all three teachers' language learning and 

teaching experiences regardless of whether they were aware or unaware of these 

commonplaces. Nancy's learning of French revealed the critical role of environment; 

Cindy's learning of Italian stressed learners' motivation and teachers' personalities; and 

Julie's learning of German shed light on the difficulty in the learning of a complicated 

subject matter and teachers' inclinations to certain instructional methodologies. In their 

teaching experiences, they encountered various issues such as their students' behavior, 

their choices of the class activities and teaching methods, their own knowledge of the 

subject matter, and the environment for their teaching and students' learning. As to their 

perspectives on the instructional methodologies, their particular accumulations of 

teaching experiences could be the major reason why there was a difference in the three 

teachers' opinions. Cindy had a more definite answer about effective and ineffective 

methodologies. Conversely, both Nancy and Julie recognized that each of the language 

instructional methodologies addresses different learning and teaching needs, so there is 
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no perfect methodologies. Rather, they tended to employ the methodologies in an eclectic 

way (Schwab, 1971). With the most teaching experiences among the three teachers, 

Nancy explicitly explained that it was the ―magical combination‖ of the students, 

teachers, materials, and teaching and learning context that shape the effectiveness of her 

instructional methodologies, which in turn, influenced her students' learning outcomes. 

Stated otherwise, she believed it was the convergence of Schwab‘s commonplace where 

robust teaching and learning happened.   

Throughout the process of conducting the narrative inquiry portion of this 

research endeavor, I did not only take the role as a researcher, but also as a participant in 

this study. When the teachers were telling their stories, I listened to them and tried to 

understand what they meant and how they felt by imagining myself in both of their and 

their learners' situations. At the same time, I reflected on my past experiences as an 

English language learner and a novice English language teacher while engaging in the 

process of constructing the teachers' narratives. Accordingly, the findings of this narrative 

inquiry research is ―a collaborative document; a mutually constructed story created out of 

the lives of both researcher and participant‖ (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990, p.12). 

Two of the three teachers, Nancy and Cindy, also shared their reflections on their 

participations in the study. Both of them felt that it was interesting and rewarding for 

them to think and talk about their learning and teaching experiences. By telling their 

stories, Nancy and Cindy found that the changes in their teaching had a lot of to do with 

their ongoing continuum of experience (Dewey, 1938). Nancy particularly felt her age 

played an important part in the changes she would see things differently over time. 

Something that Nancy and Cindy gained the most from the interviews was when they 
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recalled their perceptions of the language instructional methodologies, they had a clearer 

idea of why they did what they did. In the beginning of the interviews, they found 

themselves questioning their choices and use of certain instructional methodologies, and 

then over time during the interviews, they discovered that the reason why they decided to 

use one methodology rather than the others was because they did not feel confident or 

comfortable using the others. Nancy described this process as ―confidence building‖ 

while she sought the reasons why she chose to use certain methodologies. Her confidence 

became reestablished as she gradually realized that ―it's okay not to feel comfortable 

using something.‖ Moreover, being aware of their resistance to certain methodologies in 

the interviews made both Nancy and Cindy more able to understand and sympathize with 

students' reluctance to certain class activities or methods. This made the two teachers 

more patient with their students. They spent more time explaining to them how they 

would benefit from particular activities or methods. The narrative inquiry portion of the 

research, as a whole, formed a journey of increased knowing to everyone participating in 

this study. Through listening to the teachers' stories, I gained more insights into the 

complexity of the teachers' instructional decisions and struggles. Also, my participants, in 

the midst of this reflective process, did not only obtain a better understanding of 

themselves and their own instruction, but at the same time were able to identify more 

questions that they had never thought about previously. This fueled their desire to ponder 

and seek answers from related teaching puzzles.        

How do adult ESL teachers select and use the language instructional 

methodologies? The three ESL teachers did not have exactly the same answers to the 

central question of my dissertation research study, but at the same time, their answers 

were clearly related to each other. Cindy's instructional methodologies was mainly 
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influenced by the numerous transitions in the beginning of her ESL teaching, so her 

choice of  ESL methodologies was focused on whether  her pre-planned lessons could be 

smoothly enacted in class. Julie noted that her class preparation was extremely important 

because her ESL students' learning difficulties were often beyond her imagination as a 

native English speaker. As a result, Julie tended to have every step in her class as well-

planned as possible to cope with different class situations and her students' reactions to 

those situations and the materials presented. She therefore employed methodologies that 

fit with particular class activities and students' learning needs. Nancy, on the contrary, 

had neither a specific lesson plan in place nor a methodology she frequently employed in 

her classes. She considered each of her classes to be different from the others because of 

her students‘ diverse backgrounds, and also, even if the class had the same group of 

students, it would differ from day to day anyhow. Therefore, her instructional 

methodologies mainly depended on the live class situations when she encountered when 

she entered the classroom. In spite of the distinct responses of the three ESL teachers, 

each of them represented a different stage in teacher decision making concerning 

instructional methodologies. That is, the length of their teaching experiences in addition 

to their prior learning and teaching experiences greatly influenced their preferences. In 

this process of the instructional evolution, Cindy was a beginning ESL teacher who was 

mainly concerned about how to implement her lessons as planned. Julie gradually learned 

how to prepare for teaching in a way that could immediately respond to her students' 

needs. As for Nancy, she learned to flexibly use instructional methodologies based on the 

―magical combination‖ of herself, her students, the context where they were situated, and 

the area of knowledge of her lessons. In a nutshell, she, like Julie, enacted the teacher as 

curriculum maker image (Clandinin & Connelly, 1992; Craig & Ross, 2008) in her day-
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to-day teaching, while beginning teacher, Cindy, continues to be informed by the teacher 

as implementer image, which was part of her teacher preparation process. At the same 

time, this does not mean that Cindy will not have an awakening as part of her career 

continuum and also embrace the teacher as curriculum maker image in the future.     

To end, it is important for me to underscore the fact that the teachers‘ prior 

experiences played a significant role in shaping the three teachers' instruction over time. 

The findings of this dissertation research are important for ESL teachers, language 

methods instructors, program directors, curriculum planners, and instructional methods 

experts. While this study was not meant to provide absolute answers regarding teachers' 

use of ESL methodologies, it does reveal important patterns and raise important questions 

for future exploration (e.g., how do teachers in other English language learning settings 

use the language instructional methodologies? What experiences of English classes do 

ESL students have and how they perceive their teachers' instruction?). Such questions are 

among those I can imagine myself and others pursuing for the remainder of our careers. 
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APPENDIX A 

QUESTIONNAIRE 

1. Have you ever heard of the following language instructional methods? Please 

check to reflect your familiarity with the instructional methods according to the five 

scales (1: not at all familiar; 2: slightly familiar; 3: somewhat familiar; 4: 

moderately familiar; 5: extremely familiar). 

Methods 1:  

not at all 

familiar 

2:  

slightly 

familiar 

3: 

somewhat 

familiar 

4: 

moderately 

familiar 

5: 

extremely 

familiar 

Grammar-Traslation 

Method 

       1              2                   3                   4                 5             

Direct Method        1              2                   3                   4                 5             

Audio-Lingual Method        1              2                   3                   4                 5             

Situational Language 

Teaching 

       1              2                   3                   4                 5             

Total Physical Response        1              2                   3                   4                 5             

Silent Way        1              2                   3                   4                 5             

Community Language 

Learning 

       1              2                   3                   4                 5             

Suggestopedia        1              2                   3                   4                 5             

Whole Language Approach        1              2                   3                   4                 5             

Language Experience 

Approach 

       1              2                   3                   4                 5             

Freirean Approach        1              2                   3                   4                 5             

Learner Writing and 

Publishing 

       1              2                   3                   4                 5             

Multiple Intelligences        1              2                   3                   4                 5             
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Neurolingistic Programming       1              2                   3                   4                 5             

Lexical Approach       1              2                   3                   4                 5             

Competency-Based 

Education 

       1              2                   3                   4                 5             

Communicative Language 

Teaching 

       1              2                   3                   4                 5             

Natural Approach        1              2                   3                   4                 5             

Cooperative Language 

Learning 

       1              2                   3                   4                 5             

Task-Based Teaching        1              2                   3                   4                 5             

 

2. Please indicate whether you have tried to use the following methods. 

Methods Yes No 

Grammar-Traslation 

Method 

  

Direct Method   

Audio-Lingual Method   

Situational Language 

Teaching 

  

Total Physical 

Response 

  

Silent Way   

Community Language 

Learning 

         

Suggestopedia          

Whole Language 

Approach 
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Language Experience 

Approach 

  

Freirean Approach   

Learner Writing and 

Publishing 

  

Multiple Intelligences          

Neurolingistic 

Programming 

  

Lexical Approach          

Competency-Based 

Education 

         

Communicative 

Language Teaching 

         

Natural Approach          

Cooperative Language 

Learning 

         

Task-Based Teaching          

 

 

3. If any method(s) you know is not listed in the previous pages, please enter the 

method(s) in the following text box and then indicate your familiarity level with 

them. You may skip this page if there is no any other particular method you would 

like to mention. 

 

2 – Slightly familiar  

3 – Somewhat familiar  

4 – Moderately familiar  

5 – Extremely familiar  

 

Here is a response example you may type in the text box: 

abc approach (2) 
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def method (4) 

ghi method (2) 

Other method(s) you know Your familiarity level with the method 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4. In the following text box, please enter the method(s) you mentioned above to indicate 

the method(s) you have tried to use in your class. 

Other method(s) you know and you have used in your class 

 

 

 

 

 

5.  What language instructional method(s)/technique(s) do you often use in class? Please 

explain and enter your reason(s) in the following text box. 

 

Response Example 1:  

I often use the Total Physical Response because I encourage my students to learn 

through body movement. 

 

Response Example 2:  

I often choose discussion topics that are directly related to student‘s everyday life so 

that they can be more engaged and feel interested in discussion. 

 

6. What are the language instructional method(s)/technique(s) you ―do not often‖ or ―do 

not‖ use in class? Please explain and enter your reason(s) in the following text box. 
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Response Example 1:  

I rarely use the Total Physical Response because most of my students may not feel 

comfortable to learn through body movement.  

 

Response Example 2:  

I never incorporate movies/TV programs into my class because there is no sufficient 

facility to let my students watch them in class. 

7. What were the sources from which you learned about the language instructional 

methods? Please check the following source(s) that may apply. 

ESL method courses 

workshops/seminars 

methods books 

websites 

colleagues/friends 

other sources (please specify)_____________________________ 

 

 The name of the course you are currently teaching: ________________________ 

 Total years of your teaching experience: ______________ 

 Your native language (first language or primary language): _________________ 

 Do you have English teaching experience abroad? If yes, please indicate the 

country where you taught English.  

Yes _____ (country name(s): _________________________________________) 

No _____ 

 

 

 

 

Thank you for your participation!  
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APPENDIX B 

 INTERVIEW PROTOCOL I. 

 

Could you please tell me about a typical day in your classroom?  

 

What was your experience like if you have you ever tried to learn a foreign language?  

 

How did you teach an ESL class and feel when you first began your ESL teaching job? 

Please share  an example of it. 

 

Are teachers here required or encouraged to teach ESL students with certain 

methods/techniques? 

 

 Do you prefer to use any teaching method/technique in your class? 

 

What language instructional methods/techniques do you consider effective and/or 

appropriate for your current classes? And why? 

 

Is there any challenge for you to teach your current classes? 

 

Has there been any change of your teaching in your current classes since the beginning of 

this semester?  

 

Could you share your experiences of teaching abroad if you have the experiences of 

teaching English abroad?  
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APPENDIX C 

 INTERVIEW PROTOCOL II. 

How would you define an ―effective‖ or ―good‖ teaching? 

In your opinion, what are the best ways to learn a language? 

What are the learning strategies you encourage learners to use? 

Are there any strategies that you don‘t want your learners to use? 

Who are your students? How are they doing in your class? 

What are the most difficult aspects of learning English? 

What are the most difficult aspects of teaching English? 

How are the adult and child learners different or similar if you have taught child learners 

before? 

How was your teaching methods class like if you have take one? 

How do you think about the contemporary teaching methods, such as those listed on my 

survey?  

Has there been any change in you teaching  this semester? Please describe the change.  

Are there any teaching and/or students' learning issues that concern you in your current 

classes? 

Do you have any plan or goal in your teaching career? Please describe it.  

How would you suggest novice ESL/EFL teachers to do when they first begin teaching?  

What do you think your program can support and/or improve your teaching in any way?  
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APPENDIX D 

AZIZ'S LESSON PLAN 

Below is a brief summary of Aziz‘s lesson plan. The objective of the lesson is to 

teach English simple past tense with reading, writing and communicative activities. 

Language is essentially viewed as composed of structures used to communicate meaning, 

and language learning is regarded as a mixture of structural and communicative activities. 

Further, the role of the teacher is mainly a facilitator in the Communicative Language 

Teaching Approach, but meanwhile, the teacher is still the authority to lead the students 

and create a systematic process of teaching and learning. As to the learners‘ role, they are 

considered the center of each class activity and are actively engaged in communicating 

and collaborating with each other. Five activities are included in the lesson: The first 

activity is a brief reading which provides a context for the further activities. The next 

activity is to have student answers a few questions which are based on the reading and are 

formed with past simple tense (e.g., Who was Nightingale?), and at the same time 

students are able to practice conversation and recall the new vocabulary used in the 

reading. The third one is a fill-in-the-blanks activity which purpose is to create 

interactions between students and the teacher and memorize new vocabulary (e.g., Nurses 

all over the world ______ ―The Lady with the Lamp‖. [remember, forget] ). The forth 

activity is a practice in which simple past tense is presented in several formula tables and 

mainly serves to transform the unconscious knowledge of the simple past tense into the 

conscious one. The last activity provides a picture (e.g., a doctor and a sick patient in the 

picture) for students to write a story according to their perceptions and have them apply 

the simple past tense they have just learned.  
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APPENDIX E 

AN EXAMPLE INFORMATION GAP ACTIVITY IN NANCY'S CLASS 

Nancy first divided her class into two groups, A and B. Each group was assigned 

to read a different story (Archer, 1991) followed by a discussion activity. The two stories 

that are tightly related to each other describe about the interactions between two students 

from different cultural backgrounds. While students were reading, Nancy wrote several 

questions to answers about each story on the board:  

1. Why do we know about the family's background of the main character? 

2. What was he planning to do that day? 

3. What did he expect was going to happen? 

4. What actually happened? 

5. How did he/they feel?  

Nancy then went around the two groups to make sure they were on the right track 

to answer the questions above and have them discuss the stories in groups. When the 

group discussion was done, each student was paired with a partner from the other group 

to tell the story that they just read, and meanwhile, Nancy reminded them that no notes 

are allowed during their communication. Since notes could not be used, some of the 

students tried to incorporate their body language when describing the story to their 

partners. After 15 minutes, Nancy had them switch to tell the other story, and she kept 

moving around in the classroom to see if they need help. When the story telling activity 

was finished, Nancy asked what the students found about the story, such as the family's 

backgrounds of the two main characters in the stories, and she also explained the meaning 

of some special terms. Nancy further described in details about the differences and 

similarities between the two stories, and also indicated that how the conflicts between the 

two main characters were formed from their different expectations to each others. At the 
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end, Nancy wrapped up this whole activity by asking if students had any more questions 

about the stories. Following are the two stories used for the information gap activity.  
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