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Introduction

1 What is the book about?

This book is concerned with Teacher Language Awareness, or TLA,
defined by Thornbury (1997:x) as ‘the knowledge that teachers have of
the underlying systems of the language that enables them to teach effec-
tively’. The focus of the book is the language awareness of L2 teachers
(i.e. teachers of a Foreign or Second Language (EFL/ESL)), and the exam-
ples are drawn from the teaching of L2 English. However, the issues
raised are equally applicable to teachers of any language that is not the
mother tongue of their students. In many cases, they are likely to be of
relevance to teachers of the mother tongue, too.

The book concentrates on teachers’ knowledge and understanding of
the language systems, in the belief that these systems are at the heart of
the language acquisition process and must therefore form the core of any
teacher’s language awareness. As the quotation above from Thornbury
makes clear, TLA applies to all the language systems and assumes their
interdependence, given that they are, as Carter (in Bolitho et al.,
2003:253) points out, ‘closely interwoven in the construction of mean-
ings and of texts, both spoken and written’. The specific focus of the
present book is on TLA as it relates to grammar. However, the discus-
sion and the examples in the following chapters acknowledge and reflect
the interrelationship between the language systems, and in particular
between grammar, lexis and discourse.

The basic argument presented in the book is that the possession of an
adequate level of TLA is an essential attribute of any competent L2
teacher. The assumption underlying that argument is that there is a rela-
tionship between the language awareness of the L2 teacher and the effec-
tiveness of that teacher as indicated by the language learning achieved by
his/her students. Put simply, the book assumes that TLA has a positive
impact on student learning: TLA is seen as a potentially crucial variable
in the language teaching / language learning enterprise, in the sense that
the language-aware L2 teacher is more likely to be effective in promot-
ing student learning than the teacher who is less language-aware.

The book discusses the findings of a number of studies conducted in a
variety of locations and in a range of areas relevant to TLA. However,
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the snapshots of the teaching of L2 English presented and discussed in
the book are all drawn from one particular context: the Hong Kong sec-
ondary school. Although the official English Language curriculum in
Hong Kong has been based on communicative principles since the early
1980s, the vast majority of schools and teachers have adopted a very
‘weak’ version of communicative/task-based language teaching, in which
the explicit teaching of grammar continues to play a significant role. The
Hong Kong teachers whose performance is examined in the book are all
non-native speakers (NNS) of English.

2 Who is this book for?

Although Teacher Language Awareness has received scant attention in
terms of published research, it is an area of increasing concern to those
involved in language teacher education, as well as those responsible for
quality assurance in language teaching. Because of this, the book should
be of interest to a wide range of people with an involvement or interest
in language education issues: practising teachers, students on in-service
teacher education programmes, language teacher educators, academics
and other professionals engaged in language education.

3 What is the purpose of the book?

The book sets out to address the following fundamental questions about
teachers’ knowledge of the systems of language, i.e. their TLA: what
form does this knowledge take, and what is its potential impact on
teacher effectiveness? The aim in the following chapters is to examine
these and related questions by exploring the nature of teachers’ know-
ledge of the language systems (with particular reference to grammar),
and the relationship between teachers’ knowledge and their handling of
language-related issues in their teaching.

The purpose of the book is to encourage teachers and others involved
in language education, including teacher educators, to think more deeply
about the importance of TLA, the nature of TLA and the impact of TLA
upon teaching (and, potentially, upon learning). The book is intended to
contribute to a greater understanding of TLA, making teachers more
aware of the potential significance of their language-related interventions,
and enabling teacher educators to adopt a more principled approach to the
planning of those parts of their programmes associated with TLA. At the
same time, I hope that the book will provoke debate and raise questions
that will help to establish the beginnings of a research agenda for TLA.
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4 What is the book NOT about?

This book does not set out to develop teachers’ awareness of language
via any direct treatment. There are no language-analysis tasks designed
to stimulate teachers’ reflections on the workings of different parts of the
language systems. A number of books containing tasks of this type are
already available, such as Bolitho and Tomlinson’s Discover English
(1980; 1995), Wright’s Investigating English (1994) and Thornbury’s
About Language (1997). The interested reader need look no further than
these three texts to find a wealth of activities intended to foster the devel-
opment of TLA.

The book does not promote particular approaches to the teaching of
grammar. Frequent reference is made to data from studies of teachers’
language awareness as it relates to grammar. However, in the analysis of
these data, there is a deliberate attempt to avoid evaluation of the
methodology employed by individual teachers: instead, the discussion
focuses exclusively on language-related issues.

There is also no attempt to suggest that a teacher’s explicit knowledge
of grammar should be based exclusively upon any single model of lan-
guage. My own views of language and of grammar are the product of a
number of influences, including the grammars of Leech and Svartvik
(1975), Quirk et al. (1985), Biber et al. (1999) and Carter and McCarthy
(2006), as well as systemic functional linguistics (see, e.g., Halliday,
1985), which emphasises the role of the language systems as a resource
for making meaning, the close interrelationship of grammar and lexis
(the ‘lexico-grammar’) and the importance of discourse grammar.
Inevitably, where judgemental comment is made on an individual
teacher’s awareness in relation to, for example, a specific feature of
grammar, such comment passes through the filter of my own perspective
on language. However, as far as possible, such remarks are based upon
what might reasonably be expected of that teacher within the prevailing
norms of the context within which he or she works. They are not set
within a single theoretical framework of grammar.

The aim is therefore not to specify the precise form or extent of the
knowledge that teachers of language should have about grammar. In my
view, the knowledge of the language-aware teacher should not be based
upon any single theoretical model, but rather upon informed, principled
eclecticism. Such knowledge is not static: it is constantly changing,
developing, renewing itself. The developments in any teacher’s language
awareness over the course of a career are likely to occur idiosyncrat-
ically, as a result of a combination of factors, including exposure to
theoretical developments and reflections on practical experience. The
adequacy and appropriateness of an individual teacher’s language
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awareness at any stage of his or her career need to be considered in rela-
tion to the demands posed by the context in which that teacher is
working at that time.

5 How is the book organised?

The book consists of a Prologue, followed by nine chapters and an
Epilogue. The Prologue introduces some of the major questions
addressed in the main body of the book, with snapshots from the Hong
Kong secondary school classroom. Chapter 1 provides a brief overview
of the history of interest in Teacher Language Awareness, in the context
of the increased attention since the late 1970s to ‘Language Awareness’
generally, and to the role of explicit language knowledge in language
learning in particular. Chapter 2 presents a detailed analysis of the lan-
guage awareness of the L2 teacher, exploring the complex nature of TLA,
its significance in L2 teaching and learning, how it affects teacher behav-
iour and its potential impact on pedagogical practice. Chapter 3 exam-
ines some of the issues and debates concerning the value of explicit
knowledge about the language systems, particularly grammar, for L2
learning and teaching, together with the implications for TLA of current
understandings of these issues.

Chapters 4 and 5 revisit issues originally discussed in Chapter 2.
Chapter 4 focuses on L2 teachers’ knowledge, beliefs, feelings and under-
standings about the content of learning (i.e. the subject-matter cogni-
tions which form the core of any teacher’s language awareness). Chapter
5 explores various aspects of TLA in pedagogical practice, in particular
(a) how the L2 teacher’s language awareness both influences and is influ-
enced by that teacher’s engagement with the content of learning, and (b)
the relationship between TLA and teaching materials. Both chapters
draw extensively on data from Hong Kong secondary school teachers
and classrooms.

Chapters 6 and 7 consider the TLA of teachers of L2 English at dif-
ferent stages of their careers and from different backgrounds. Chapter 6
examines the TLA of novice, highly proficient and expert teachers, while
Chapter 7 attempts a dispassionate analysis of the TLA of native-speaker
(NS) and non-native-speaker (NNS) teachers.

Chapter 8 focuses on the relationship between TLA and student learn-
ing. While acknowledging the difficulty of identifying any direct causative
connection between TLA and students’ learning outcomes, the chapter
discusses relevant research in relation to three themes: teachers’ subject-
matter knowledge; teacher engagement with the content of learning; and
teachers’ awareness of learner difficulties.

xii
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Chapter 9 also looks at TLA and learning, but in this case focusing on
teachers’ own learning. The chapter examines issues relating to the devel-
opment of the L2 teacher’s language awareness, and principles that
might be applied to the planning of TLA-related courses and activities.

The Epilogue returns to the central argument of the book – that pos-
session of an adequate level of TLA is an essential attribute of any com-
petent L2 teacher – and sets it within the context of the broader debate
about teacher professionalism in general and L2 teacher professionalism
in particular.

xiii
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Prologue: The challenge of being
‘language-aware’

1

Snapshot 1a: Clara

It’s a warm afternoon in early October in a large modern co-
educational secondary school in Hong Kong’s New Territories. The
air-conditioners are on in all the classrooms, making the ambient
temperature pleasantly comfortable, but also creating a constant
background whirring. A Secondary 5 class of forty Hong Kong
Chinese 16-year-olds is listening with varying degrees of attention,
as their English teacher, Clara, takes them through a set of exercises
they were expected to have completed for homework.

Clara, like her students, is Hong Kong Chinese and shares their
mother tongue, Cantonese. Clara is in her fourth year as a full-time
secondary school teacher of English. She has a first degree from
Canada (in Social Sciences rather than English) and is currently
studying part-time for an initial qualification as a teacher of English.

Clara’s students will be taking their first major public examination
(the Hong Kong Certificate in Education Examination, or HKCEE) at
the end of the academic year, and they are already accustomed to
lessons in most subjects dominated by practice tests and past papers.
Although most of the students do not have much intrinsic interest in
English, they know that a good result in the public exam is important
for their future study and job prospects.

In Clara’s lesson this afternoon she is working through a series of
exercises from a book of practice tests. The particular exercise that
she is checking consists of single-sentence multiple-choice grammar
items in which the students have to identify the correct way to com-
plete the sentence from four given alternatives.

One of the first items in the exercise reads:

He did very little work for his exam. He___________ (pass).

The desired completion according to the Teacher’s Book is can’t
have passed. However, one of the students has selected another of
the four possible options: could have passed. He asks Clara whether
his chosen answer might also be correct . . .



This snapshot describes an episode that is likely to resonate with the
experiences of most of us who have taught a second language. Not all of
us will have worked with teenagers in the public sector (like Clara), but
we have all been in situations where we find ourselves confronted with
the unexpected – in Clara’s case, a question from a student – and where
we are forced to make a spontaneous and more-or-less instant decision
about how to react.

Experience and an awareness of potential pitfalls may have taught us
the benefits of caution, leading us to take the prudent step of deciding
to defer a response so that we can buy ourselves some thinking time
(‘That’s a very interesting question . . .!’). As part of this strategy,
perhaps we refer the problem back to the individual student (‘What do
you think?’), and invite the other students to contribute to the problem-
solving activity (‘What do the rest of you think?’). Meanwhile, we
attempt a smile of encouragement as we rack our brains to work out our
own answer. If our antennae have warned us that the question is really
tricky, we may well decide not to commit ourselves to an explanation
there and then, undertaking instead to provide a more carefully consid-
ered reply shortly afterwards (‘Let me think about that and get back to
you in the next class’).

Very often, however, we seem to end up improvising a response. We
may do so for a variety of reasons, and often without being fully aware
of them. For some of us, there may be times when we make a conscious,
principled decision to exploit a learning opportunity and aim to provide
the learners with knowledge at a moment when we sense that they may
be especially receptive, i.e. (to use the contemporary jargon of second
language acquisition) we think that our response to the learner’s problem
may trigger a restructuring of not only the interlanguage1 of that learner
but also potentially the interlanguage of others in the class.

For the majority of us, though, the reasons are likely to be less sophis-
ticated and skilfully calculated, particularly when we are not so experi-
enced and streetwise. We may improvise out of misplaced confidence, or
naïveté – perhaps simply because our instinct when asked a question is
to try to be helpful and provide a response. Or we may, of course, impro-
vise for the opposite reason: out of fear and a lack of confidence. Perhaps
we are worried that our students will judge us to be incompetent
and deficient in basic knowledge if we do not provide them with an on-
the-spot solution to their problem. We may be afraid that we will lose
face as a result: that rather than perceiving our delaying strategy as the

2
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system that a learner creates in the course of learning another language’. It is a constantly evolv-
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appears to adapt in response to new information.



responsible action of a thinking professional teacher, the students will
view such stalling tactics as signs of weakness and inadequacy.

Whatever blend of beliefs, emotions and anxieties influences our deci-
sion, once we have made a move to answer the question, it is very diffi-
cult to turn back. Even as it begins to dawn on us that the problem is
perhaps not as straightforward as we had initially assumed, we usually
carry on, possibly feeling that, having once started, there is no way out.
In the worst case, it is only when it is far too late, as we observe (or try
to ignore) the glazed incomprehension in the expressions of our students,
that we realise how big a hole we may have dug for ourselves in our well-
intentioned attempt to be of assistance.

In the case of Clara, and the lesson described in Snapshots 1a and 1b,
we do not know what influenced her actions at this point. Unfortunately,
there was no opportunity to interview her after the class, so we can only
speculate. In the event, for whatever reason, Clara opted to provide a vir-
tually instant response to her student’s question, as described in the
second part of the snapshot:

As we look at Snapshot 1b, we may have different reactions, both to
Clara’s choice of strategy, and to the content of her response. However,
the reason for focusing on this incident and on Clara’s behaviour is not
to invite analysis of her motivations or any evaluation of the quality of
her explanation. Our interest is in the general rather than the specific,
and in this case Clara’s experience is being presented in order to
draw our attention to the challenges facing any L2 teacher in a similar
situation.

When Clara produced the explanation in Snapshot 1b, electing to
improvise in front of a class of 40 students (not to mention the video
camera that was recording the lesson on this occasion), her skills as a
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Snapshot 1b: Clara

Clara’s face betrays no emotion, and she pauses for barely a couple
of seconds before providing the following response:

So in this case actually it’s better to use He can’t have passed
because you are just predicting something to happen, but you
are not sure whether he can pass or not. You just predict it.
Since he is not working hard, so he has the chance of failing
in the exam, OK? If the test paper was returned to that
student, you can say He could have passed or He couldn’t
have passed



teacher were being challenged in a number of ways and at a variety of
levels. Some aspects of the challenge had little or no relation to the
content of the lesson. For instance, the situation was demanding on an
emotional and psychological level. Clara was new to the school, she had
been teaching this class for only a few weeks and it was the first time in
her career that she had taught a class preparing for a major public
examination. The incident was therefore a genuine test of her ability to
keep her nerve in front of a (potentially critical) student audience. The
situation also presented a challenge to Clara’s overall teaching compe-
tence, and whether, for example, she would be able to engage the atten-
tion of a class of students and retain their interest in what she was
saying.

But the most significant aspects of the challenge for our present pur-
poses are those that are language-related. The most obvious of these was
the challenge to her knowledge of subject matter. The practice test item
and the student’s question concerned modality, a notoriously complex
area for both students and teachers of L2 English. In addition, the ques-
tion did not relate to a relatively straightforward formal feature of verb
phrases involving modal auxiliaries: instead it focused on semantic inter-
pretations of modalised verb phrases referring to past time, interpret-
ations that were rendered that much more difficult and speculative
because of the inevitable lack of context accompanying a single-sentence
multiple-choice practice test item.

However, knowledge of subject matter represents just one aspect of the
multifaceted language-related challenge facing Clara, or any of us when
we find ourselves in similar situations in our teaching. A degree in
Linguistics and an in-depth knowledge of the relevant area of grammar
might (though not necessarily) equip us to cope with certain aspects of
the challenge related specifically to subject matter, but there would be
other language-related ways in which we might find ourselves chal-
lenged, going well beyond mere knowledge of subject matter, as the fol-
lowing observation from Michael Swan depicts so vividly.

Good teaching involves a most mysterious feat – sitting, so to
speak, on one’s listener’s shoulder, monitoring what one is saying
with the listener’s ears, and using this feedback to shape and
adapt one’s words from moment to moment so that the thread of
communication never breaks. This is art, not science . . .

(Swan, 1994:54–5)

Swan was actually writing about pedagogic language rules, and
proposing a set of criteria for such rules, criteria that might be applied
to the ‘rules of thumb’ that teachers produce on the spur of the moment,
like Clara, just as much as to the more carefully honed statements

4
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appearing in textbooks. The quotation comes from the end of Swan’s
paper, when he provides a spirited defence of teachers’ ‘rules of thumb’,
arguing that the pedagogic focus of such rules may enable them to fit the
need of a given classroom moment more successfully than other, more
descriptively ‘respectable’ statements of that rule.

The significance of Swan’s remarks in the context of the present dis-
cussion is that they highlight the paramount importance of the learner
perspective in determining how we select and package the information
and examples we make available to our students in the hopes of pro-
moting learning. Snapshot 2 (see p. 6) illustrates this point. Like Clara in
Snapshot 1, the teacher in this case (Pearl) is reacting to a student’s con-
tribution, and providing feedback, not only for the benefit of that student
but also for the whole class. Unlike Snapshot 1, however, the area of lan-
guage focus should not have posed any challenges to the teacher’s knowl-
edge of subject matter.

In this case, as we can see, the teacher adopts a different strategy from
that employed by Clara in Snapshot 1. Pearl correctly identifies that
there is a problem with the student’s answer, but rather than providing
a detailed explanation, drawing on her knowledge of the relevant
subject matter, she tries to use a mixture of question and gesture in an
apparent attempt to guide the student towards self-correction of the
error. Given that these are young students with relatively limited
English, this approach would seem to have much to commend it.
However, it is a strategy that Pearl uses to little obvious effect. She may
well have understood the confusion that was the likely basis of the
student’s error. But from the way she handles that error, there is little to
indicate that she has made any real attempt to view the problem from
the learner perspective. If she has, then somewhere in the ‘real-time’
process of analysing his problem and providing potentially useful feed-
back, there must have been a breakdown, because her correction
conveys very little, either to the student making the error or to the rest
of the class. The second student’s correct response has nothing to do
with Pearl’s intervention: he is merely reading out what he has already
written in his book.

There are, of course, a number of language-related questions to be
considered when one attempts to evaluate a teacher’s content-focused
intervention from the learner perspective, whether that intervention is
Pearl’s, Clara’s or any of our own. All of these considerations connect
in some way to Swan’s (1994) ‘design criteria for pedagogic language
rules’. Some of them relate exclusively to knowledge of subject matter,
such as:

• Is the teacher’s explanation an accurate representation of the ‘truth’?

5
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Other considerations, however, involve a complex blend of language-
related competences, including the teacher’s ability to communicate
effectively. For instance: 

• Does the teacher’s explanation provide the learners with what they
need at that particular moment? (In other words, does the teacher
appear to have diagnosed the learners’ problem correctly?)

• Does the teacher’s explanation provide the learners with the right
amount of information (neither too much nor too little) to serve their
immediate learning needs?

6
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Snapshot 2: Pearl

Pearl works in a large co-educational secondary school (for 11- to
18-year-olds) in a residential district of Hong Kong Island. She
teaches both English and Home Economics, and all her English
teaching is with the junior forms in the school.

It is a Wednesday morning, and Pearl is teaching a group of
Secondary 1 students (11- to 12-year-olds). The class size is small by
Hong Kong standards – there are just 20 children – because it con-
sists of so-called ‘remedial’ students (i.e. those in the form whose test
scores label them as being among the weakest in English).

Pearl is going through a blank-filling exercise, which the students
worked on in pairs earlier in the lesson. The exercise focuses on the
Present Simple and Present Progressive.

One of the items in the exercise reads:

My brother _______ (swim) very well. Perhaps he can give you
swimming lessons.

When Pearl nominates one student to provide his answer, the boy
says:

My brother is swimming very well. Perhaps he can give you
swimming lessons.

Pearl’s immediate reaction is to laugh (in a slightly nervous, but not
unfriendly way). She starts miming breast-stroke movements, saying
‘My brother is swimming very well?’ as she does so. She then says
‘He is swimming all the time?’ and laughs again, looking towards
the student who gave the incorrect reply. The boy stares at his text-
book, saying nothing. Pearl turns to another student, from whom
she immediately elicits the correct sentence completion. She then
moves on to the next item in the exercise.



• Is the explanation pitched at the right level, in that it uses only concepts
and terminology with which the learners are already familiar?

• Is the explanation expressed in a clear, coherent and fully intelligible
way?

In focusing attention on such questions, we are in fact identifying
many of the key characteristics of Teacher Language Awareness, which
is the focus of this book. The quotation from Swan is especially useful
as we consider the nature of TLA because it encapsulates many aspects
of the challenges involved in being a language-aware teacher and high-
lights some of the associated complexities and paradoxes which we shall
explore in more detail in the following chapters.

Swan’s final words, in which he talks about the art involved in good
teaching, are also highly significant in relation to TLA, if language
awareness is (as I would argue) one of the attributes one would expect
the ‘good teacher’ to possess, since those words remind us that TLA as
exemplified in the act of teaching is both art and science. TLA is in one
sense science, in that it is dependent upon the teacher’s possession of an
appropriate base of knowledge and understanding about language (in
particular, the target language) and how it works. At the same time,
however, TLA, when it is demonstrated in good classroom practice, is
much more than the direct application of science, i.e. the teacher’s
knowledge of linguistics. It involves a complex blend of learning- and
learner-related understanding and sensitivity, such that the teacher
is able to provide the precise amount of knowledge the learner needs at
a given point and to convey that knowledge in a form that creates no
barriers to comprehension. The language-aware teacher therefore needs
to be both scientist and artist, and therein lies much of the challenge.

Earl Stevick, writing in 1980 about grammatical explanation, captures
the essence of this blend of science and artistry, at the same time provid-
ing a strong argument in support of the need for the L2 teacher to be
language-aware:

The explaining of grammar. . . casts light on the unfamiliar pathways
and the arbitrary obstacles through which [the student] must
eventually be able to run back and forth with his eyes shut. It can
thus save him a certain amount of time, energy, and barked shins.
It is for this same reason, of course, that the teacher needs to know
these same pathways and obstacles – not only to run back and forth
in them for herself, but also to see them as they look to a newcomer.
On top of this are the skills of knowing when to turn on the spotlight
of explanation and when to turn it off, and knowing just how to aim
it so that it will help the student instead of blinding him.

(Stevick, 1980:251)
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At first sight, the message of a book on TLA might appear to be simply
that it’s a good idea for teachers of a language to know something about
the subject (i.e. the language) they are teaching. If so, then the writer of
such a book could with good reason be accused of what Basil Fawlty (in
the TV comedy series Fawlty Towers) might describe as ‘stating the
bleeding obvious’.

I hope this book succeeds in doing rather more than that. There is in
my view very little about language teaching and language learning that
could justifiably be described as obvious, and it is the assumed truths
about the processes we engage in as language teachers and about the
qualities we require in order to be effective practitioners that are often
most in need of interrogation and critical analysis. In the chapters that
follow, an attempt is made to subject this particular assumed truth about
language teaching and language teachers to questioning by exploring
such issues as:

• What sort of knowledge about language do L2 teachers need?
• Why is knowledge of this kind important?
• How does such knowledge (or the lack of it) affect L2 teachers’ hand-

ling of language-related issues in their teaching?

As far as possible, these issues are discussed and illustrated in relation to
the lives and experiences of real teachers. As noted in the Introduction,
the examples are drawn from one particular type of L2 teaching (the
teaching of English as a Foreign Language) and a single macro-context,
the Hong Kong secondary school, which has been the focus of my pro-
fessional life since 1990. The problems and issues confronting the teach-
ers in the book are, however, universal, and the experiences of these
Hong Kong teachers (and the constraints they face) will, I am sure, be
accessible and indeed familiar to L2 teachers around the world.
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1 Language Awareness, ‘Knowledge
About Language’ and TLA

1.1 Introduction

The aim of the present chapter is to provide a context for the book’s
focus on TLA: conceptually, by setting TLA within the broader frame-
work of Language Awareness more generally, and historically, by situat-
ing the growing interest in TLA within the context of changing
perspectives on grammar and L2 teaching. The chapter begins by briefly
outlining the emergence of the Language Awareness ‘movement’, and
examining what is understood by the terms ‘Language Awareness’ and
‘Knowledge About Language’ (KAL) – the associated phrase which
appears in much of the literature, particularly that concerned with the
National Curriculum for English Language in the UK (see, e.g., Carter,
1990). The chapter then discusses the central concern of the Language
Awareness ‘movement’ with explicit knowledge about language, and
with the relationship between explicit and implicit knowledge. The
debate about the interface between these two types of knowledge is
linked to parallel discussions about declarative/procedural knowledge
and learning/acquisition, as well as the related concept of consciousness.
The relationship between Language Awareness, ‘consciousness-raising’
and the language awareness of teachers is examined, and the chapter
ends with a brief discussion of the increased attention to TLA within the
context of recent trends in L2 education.

1.2 The Language Awareness ‘movement’

Since the early 1980s, Language Awareness has become a major
concern in language education. There has been much discussion of
Language Awareness both in relation to the language development of
students and, to a lesser extent, in connection with the study and analy-
sis of language by teachers of language (see, e.g., Hawkins, 1984;
Donmall, 1985; Sinclair, 1985; James and Garrett, 1991a; Fairclough,
1992; Carter, 1994; McCarthy and Carter, 1994; van Lier, 1995; 1996).
The so-called Language Awareness ‘movement’, which has embraced
both mother-tongue and second-/foreign-language teaching, has sought
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to find ways of improving the language awareness of students and of
their teachers.

Initially the Language Awareness movement’s focus was specifically on
the language awareness of learners. An underlying belief behind the
movement is that students who are able to analyse and describe language
accurately are likely to be more effective users of the language. A direct
relationship is assumed between explicit knowledge of formal aspects of
language and performance in using the language. In the case of teachers,
it is assumed that an understanding of the language they teach and the
ability to analyse it will contribute directly to teaching effectiveness. This
is the view expressed, for example, by Edge (1988:9): ‘My position on
this may seem over-conservative in some circles . . . but I want to argue
that knowledge about language and language learning still has a central
role to play in English language teacher training for speakers of other
languages.’ The language awareness development activities in Bolitho
and Tomlinson (1980; 1995), Wright (1994) and Thornbury (1997)
reflect such an assumption. Although these assumptions about learners
and teachers may appear compelling, there was initially little or no
empirical evidence produced to support them, at least as far as native
English speakers are concerned. However, recent research (see, e.g.,
Andrews, 1999b; McNeill, 1999) suggests that TLA does have the poten-
tial to exert a powerful influence upon teaching effectiveness, at least as
far as L2 teachers are concerned. Evidence from related studies is pre-
sented in subsequent chapters, particularly Chapters 5, 6 and 8.

1.3 Language Awareness and ‘Knowledge About
Language’ (KAL)

The term ‘Language Awareness’ was put on the international agenda of
language education as recently as 1992, with the formation of the
Association for Language Awareness and the setting up of the journal
Language Awareness. The association and the journal were the outcomes
of a growing interest in language awareness, originating in the 1970s
and burgeoning in the 1980s, especially in Britain (where Language
Awareness is frequently referred to as ‘Knowledge About Language’, or
KAL). Mitchell, Hooper and Brumfit (1994:2) describe KAL as a new title
for an old concern: ‘that pupils learning languages in formal settings
should acquire some explicit understandings and knowledge of the nature
of language, alongside the development of practical language skills’.

Much of the impetus for the British interest in Language Awareness /
KAL stemmed from a widespread reaction to the poor language perfor-
mance of children at school. According to James and Garrett (1991b:3),
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for example: ‘It [Language Awareness] was initially and essentially a
response to the notoriously dismal achievements in two areas of British
education: foreign language learning and school-leavers’ illiteracy.’ Such
concern is far from new, as Hawkins (1992) points out, charting the
history of the debate about Language Awareness / KAL in the curricu-
lum during the twentieth century. He sees the concerns about children’s
language performance as originating in dissatisfaction with the teaching
of English as a mother tongue (L1), and developing subsequently into a
perception that failure to foster ‘awareness of language’ (Halliday, 1971)
was hindering children’s progress in both the mother tongue and L2
(Hawkins, 1992).

In his review of the development of the Language Awareness move-
ment, Gnutzmann (1997) argues, from a European perspective, that
British protagonists of Language Awareness can be placed in the trad-
ition of a deficit model of language behaviour, where educational failure
is associated with cultural (in this case linguistic) deprivation, resulting
from students not having learned the language in which the school cur-
riculum is delivered and examined (Hawkins, 1999).

It could be argued, however, that it is somewhat of a caricature to
portray the Language Awareness movement as being based on a deficit
model. Much language awareness work focuses on the noticing of dif-
ferences, without the necessary implication of a deficit. In the case, for
example, of the relationship between the standard variety of a language
and the dialect used by a particular speech community, the goal of lan-
guage awareness, as viewed by many within the Language Awareness
movement, would be to increase awareness of the differences between
the two varieties, without the superiority of either being implied. One
consequence of achieving this goal would be that enhanced awareness
would empower those who are speakers of the dialect to succeed when
following a school curriculum based upon the standard variety.

Although there has been great interest in Language Awareness / KAL
in recent years, it is far from easy to find a useful definition of either. As
van Lier (1996) points out, the definition of Language Awareness agreed
by the 1982 Language Awareness Working Party – ‘Language Awareness
is a person’s sensitivity to and conscious awareness of the nature of lan-
guage and its role in human life’ (Donmall, 1985:7) – is open to a wide
range of interpretations. As a result, according to van Lier, it is difficult
to decide whether the two terms – Language Awareness and Knowledge
About Language – are synonymous or whether one is a subset of the
other. The focus on KAL in the UK National Curriculum for English may
have led to a narrow view of KAL in some quarters: ‘in the media and
elsewhere KAL is often interpreted as a renewed call for formal grammar
teaching’ (van Lier, 1996:80). However, van Lier (1996:80) suggests
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that, ‘In principle this term [KAL] should be compatible with any con-
ception of LA, all the way along the continuum from the most utopian
to the most utilitarian position.’

The variety of activity related to Language Awareness / KAL has also
made it increasingly difficult to pin down the concept. As indicated by
Mitchell, Hooper and Brumfit (1994:5), KAL-related concerns have now
broadened to include the relationships between languages, language devel-
opment in young children, the nature of social interaction, language-
choice and personal identity, individual and societal bilingualism and
multilingualism, language variation, and the (mis)uses of language for
social control, as well as the more traditional questions (of central impor-
tance to both mother-tongue and L2 teachers) about the contribution
made by explicit study of language to the learning of language, i.e. mastery
of the system.

Carter’s (1994) definition of Language Awareness reflects the breadth
of the concerns encompassed by Language Awareness:

The definition would appear to be particularly appropriate to the lan-
guage awareness of native speakers, with the emphasis on the creative
properties of language and the importance attached to awareness of lan-
guage and ideology, in (a) and (d), although (b) and especially (c) are
highly relevant to the second language context. Traditionally, (c) has
been the cornerstone of curricula in L2 education, where, whatever the
disagreements about the role of explicit knowledge of grammar, a focus
on the forms of language and the relationship between form and

12

Teacher Language Awareness

A general language awareness involves at least:

(a) awareness of some of the properties of language; creativity and
playfulness; its double meanings.

(b) awareness of the embedding of language within culture.
Learning to read the language is learning about the cultural
properties of the language. Idioms and metaphors, in particular,
reveal a lot about the culture.

(c) a greater self-consciousness about the forms of the language we
use. We need to recognise that the relations between the forms
and meanings of a language are sometimes arbitrary, but that
language is a system and that it is for the most part systemati-
cally patterned.

(d) awareness of the close relationship between language and ideol-
ogy. It involves ‘seeing through language’ in other words.

(Carter, 1994:5)



meaning is generally uncontroversial (see Chapter 3 for further discus-
sion), even within less form-oriented approaches to language teaching,
such as the Communicative Approach (see, e.g., Littlewood, 1981;
Brumfit, 1984) and Task-based Language Teaching (see, e.g., Ellis, 2003;
Nunan, 2004). By contrast, the teaching of English as a mother tongue
has typically attached less importance to the formal aspects of language:
this was particularly the case during the 1970s and 1980s.

As I have shown, the concept of Language Awareness is essentially
broad in character. However, while the breadth of its coverage may give
the impression of uniting scholars from different language backgrounds
and from different disciplines in a common goal of promoting higher lan-
guage standards, some underlying differences in focus do need to be clar-
ified. For example, Gnutzmann (1997) argues that European scholars’
interest in language awareness pre-dates the current British movement
and points out that concepts such as conscience métalinguistique,
Reflexion über Sprache, Sprachbetrachtung, Sprachbewußtheit and
Sprachbewußtsein have been current in the language education literature
for some time (see, e.g., Candelier, 1992; Gnutzmann, 1992; van Essen,
1992). The extent to which these various terms refer to the same concept
is open to debate. For instance, Gnutzmann accounts for the different
German terms by arguing that each reflects a slightly different topic of
interest and that each was in vogue at a different time.

1.4 Language Awareness, TLA and the explicit/implicit
knowledge dichotomy

If there is a single unifying feature of all the Language Awareness / KAL-
inspired interests and activities outlined above, it appears to be concern
with ‘explicit knowledge about language’, a phrase which appears in all
three original aims of the journal Language Awareness. The implication
in the repeated use of the word explicit is that there is a distinction
between ‘conscious or overt knowledge about language’ and ‘intuitive
awareness that children demonstrate when they use language’ (Goodman,
1990), i.e. between explicit and implicit knowledge.

In the L2 context, explicit knowledge is defined by Ellis (2004:244) as
declarative knowledge of ‘the phonological, lexical, grammatical, prag-
matic and socio-critical features of an L2’. According to Ellis, such know-
ledge ‘is held consciously and is learnable and verbalisable. It is typically
accessed through controlled processing when L2 learners experience some
kind of difficulty in the use of the L2’ (2004:245). Explicit knowledge
includes what Ellis calls ‘metalingual knowledge’ – knowledge of the tech-
nical terminology for labelling those linguistic and socio-critical features.
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However, the two terms are not synonymous, since learners may make
their knowledge explicit with or without the use of such terminology.
Nevertheless, as Alderson, Clapham and Steel (1996:2) point out, ‘it
would appear that whatever . . . explicit knowledge consists of, it must
include metalanguage, and this metalanguage must include words for
grammatical categories and functions’.

Implicit knowledge, by contrast, is ‘procedural, is held unconsciously
and can only be verbalized if it is made explicit. It is accessed rapidly and
easily and thus is available for use in rapid, fluent communication’ (Ellis,
2005:214). Ellis (1994) characterises two types of implicit knowledge –
formulaic knowledge (ready-made chunks of language) and rule-based
implicit knowledge. In both cases, according to Ellis (1994:356),
‘the knowledge is intuitive and, therefore, largely hidden; learners are
not conscious of what they know. It becomes manifest only in actual
performance.’

Implicit knowledge is generally agreed to be the type of knowledge that
enables a language user to communicate with confidence and fluency. The
development of such knowledge and the role, if any, that explicit know-
ledge might play in that process have been the focus of considerable
debate and research. The nature of the relationship between these two
types of knowledge/awareness has also been a long-standing concern of
those interested in Language Awareness (see, e.g., Little, 1997). The
research evidence has not always provided consistent support for the
strength of that relationship. For example, Alderson, Clapham and Steel,
in their 1996 study referred to above, conclude that ‘Whilst knowledge
about language may be worthwhile in its own right, there is no evidence
from this study to justify the teaching of metalinguistic knowledge as a
means of improving students’ linguistic proficiency’ (p. 14).

The contrast between explicit and implicit knowledge is closely con-
nected to the distinction between declarative and procedural knowledge,
which, according to Robinson (1997), has been the subject of much
recent debate in cognitive psychology about general theories of human
learning. For example, Anderson (1983) claims that ‘separate systems are
responsible for declarative (factual) knowledge and procedural knowl-
edge of how to apply factual knowledge during skilled performance’
(Robinson, 1997:47). According to Anderson (1995:308), ‘Declarative
knowledge is explicit knowledge that we can report and of which we are
consciously aware. Procedural knowledge is knowledge of how to do
things, and it is often implicit.’ However, the relationship between these
two systems is controversial. Anderson argues that there is an interface
between the two systems and describes mechanisms responsible for con-
verting declarative knowledge into procedural knowledge, while other
cognitive psychologists (see, e.g., Willingham, Nissen and Bullemer,
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1989; Squire, 1992) claim that ‘the two knowledge bases are qualitatively
different and non-interfaced’ (Robinson, 1997:47).

In relation to the controversy surrounding the interface between
explicit and implicit knowledge in the L2 teaching context, there are, as
Ellis (2005) points out, three basic positions. The first is that espoused
by Krashen (1981). According to Krashen, ‘acquisition’ and ‘learning’
are two separate processes. ‘Acquisition’ (of implicit knowledge) is a sub-
conscious process which takes place only when the learner is focused on
conveying meaning – it is unaffected by practice, error correction or any
other form-focused activities. Such activities may, however, give rise to
conscious ‘learning’. The ‘learned system’ (i.e. explicit knowledge)
resulting from the latter process is, in Krashen’s opinion, of use only
when the learner has time to monitor the output from his/her ‘acquired
system’. Krashen asserts that ‘learned knowledge’ (explicit knowledge)
cannot be converted into ‘acquired knowledge’ (implicit knowledge).
This position is frequently referred to as the non-interface position.

In direct contrast with the view adopted by Krashen, there are
others (see, e.g., Johnson, 1996; DeKeyser, 1998) who argue, based on
skill-learning theory, that if learners have plenty of opportunity for
communicative practice, then explicit knowledge can become implicit
knowledge. This is the interface position. Johnson (1996) provides a
book-length exploration of the relationship between language acquisi-
tion and skill learning. He argues (pp. 170–7) that skill learning pro-
vides a justification for the P-P-P (Presentation-Practice-Production)
approach to L2 teaching associated with the ‘weak’ form of commu-
nicative language teaching (CLT), the argument being that grammar
rules presented explicitly can become proceduralised (i.e. converted into
implicit knowledge) as a result of extensive communicative practice with
a ‘form defocus’.

Ellis (2005) describes a third position, which he labels the weak inter-
face position. Those who take this position believe that explicit knowledge
facilitates processes such as ‘noticing’ and ‘noticing the gap’ (Schmidt,
1994), which have been claimed to be crucial to L2 acquisition. In other
words, rather than justifying the explicit presentation and practice of
grammar on the grounds that practice will promote proceduralisation (the
interface position), the weak interface position is that ‘explicit knowledge
of a grammatical structure makes it more likely learners will attend to the
structure in the input and carry out the cognitive comparison between
what they observe in the input and their own output’ (Ellis, 2005:215).

Whichever view is taken on the possibility of there being an interface
between implicit and explicit L2 knowledge (and it is a debate that con-
tinues to preoccupy L2 acquisition theorists and researchers), the dis-
tinction between on the one hand applying rules of grammar successfully
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in production and comprehension, and on the other hand being able to
explain those rules is of considerable significance for the L2 teacher.
Conventional wisdom would suggest that both types of knowledge are
essential parts of the L2 teacher’s TLA, an argument that is developed
further in Chapter 2. Indeed, this book argues that it is important for the
L2 teacher to possess a high level of explicit knowledge of grammar
whether or not that teacher believes in the value of learners’ developing
such knowledge (see 2.4 below). Equally, however, the L2 teacher faces
potential problems with both types of knowledge, as we shall see in a
number of the snapshots in succeeding chapters.

1.5 Language Awareness, TLA and ‘consciousness-raising’

As Ellis (2002a:162) reminds us, the distinction between implicit and
explicit knowledge should not be confused with the distinction between
implicit and explicit learning, i.e.: ‘whether a person is able to learn a
language without consciousness . . . needs to be considered indepen-
dently of the kind of knowledge they develop’. Nevertheless, ‘underlying
the whole question of the relationship between explicit and implicit
knowledge and how they are internalised is the question of “conscious-
ness” in language learning’ (Ellis, 1994:361). The concept of conscious-
ness and the nature of the role played by the learner’s conscious mental
processes in L2 acquisition have been widely discussed in the literature
(see, e.g., the studies cited in Schmidt, 1993:207).

Schmidt (1990), in exploring the role of consciousness in L2 learning,
adopts the view that the importance of unconscious learning (i.e.
Krashen’s ‘acquisition’) has been exaggerated. He argues instead that
learners have to pay some kind of attention to language forms in order
for acquisition to occur. Schmidt distinguishes between three senses of the
word ‘conscious’: ‘consciousness as awareness’, ‘consciousness as inten-
tion’ and ‘consciousness as knowledge’. He also differentiates between
levels of awareness – which he labels ‘perception’, ‘noticing’ and ‘under-
standing’. Noticing – i.e. ‘the process of bringing some stimulus into focal
attention, . . . registering its simple occurrence, whether voluntarily or
involuntarily’ (Mitchell and Myles, 1998:139) – is seen by Ellis (1994:361)
as being ‘of considerable theoretical importance because it accounts for
which features in the input are attended to and so become intake’.1
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1 Ellis (1990:96) defines input as ‘the target language samples to which the learner is exposed’,
while intake is ‘that portion of the input which the learner actively attends to and is, therefore,
used for acquisition’. In other words, intake refers to that subset of the available input which
is taken into the learner’s short-term memory, ‘the first step in the process of accommodating
it into the learner’s developing interlanguage system’ (Thornbury, 2006:106). 



As Ellis (2005) points out, however, the extent to which ‘noticing’ is
necessary for learning is controversial. Swan (2001:204), for example,
suggests that regarding ‘noticing’ as a prerequisite for acquiring gram-
matical features is ‘an extreme and decidedly eccentric notion’. Harmer
(2003) is also sceptical about the more extreme claim being made for
‘noticing’: that we can acquire a language feature only if we have con-
sciously noticed it. He comments from experience that ‘some language is
clearly acquired subconsciously without any conscious attention being
drawn to it either by the learner or by some other agent (such as the
teacher)’ (Harmer, 2003:10). Such views are supported by evidence from
research. For instance, Williams’s (2005) study suggests that the learn-
ing of some form–meaning relationships can take place without aware-
ness. Ellis (2005) notes that Schmidt has modified his position to
acknowledge that there may be some non-conscious registration of lin-
guistic form. Nevertheless, Schmidt (2001:30) still argues that ‘more
attention results in more learning’.

One term which has come to the fore in relation to these reassessments
of the role of consciousness and of explicit knowledge of grammar
in L2 acquisition is consciousness-raising (see, e.g., Sharwood Smith,
1981; Rutherford and Sharwood Smith, 1985; Rutherford, 1987).
Consciousness-raising, for Rutherford and Sharwood Smith (1988), is not
seen as referring just to one type of classroom activity, or one set of roles
for teacher and learner. Instead, the term applies to activities on a contin-
uum ranging from, at one end, the intensive promotion of conscious
awareness via the articulation of pedagogical rules through to, at the other
end, simply exposing the learner to specific grammatical phenomena. This
broad conceptualisation of consciousness-raising therefore incorporates
varying degrees of explicitness and elaboration by the teacher, and the
possibility, but not the necessity, of learners’ ‘verbalising’ or ‘articulating’
what they have become aware of (Sharwood Smith, 1981:162).

In Sharwood Smith’s subsequent work (see, e.g., Sharwood Smith,
1991:119–20), he abandons the term consciousness-raising in favour of
‘input enhancement’, on the grounds that as a teacher it is not possible
to know whether the learner’s consciousness has been raised, only that
aspects of the input have been highlighted in some way. Sharwood Smith
also distinguishes between what he calls ‘externally created salience’
(e.g., by the teacher) and ‘internally created salience’ (by learning mech-
anisms), to bring out the point that ‘what is made salient by the teacher
may not be perceived as salient by the learner’ (1991:120–1).

James (1992; 1996) explicitly addresses the relationship between
consciousness-raising and Language Awareness. He argues that they are
in fact two contrasting manifestations of linguistic metacognitions. For
James, consciousness-raising is for L2 learners and is intended to facilitate
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a move from the explicit to the implicit. As James (1992:184) puts it,
‘Consciousness gives the learner insight into what he [sic] does not know
and therefore needs to learn. That is, consciousness-raising defines a set of
learning objectives, what needs to be done to put a deficiency right.’ By
contrast, Language Awareness, according to James (1996:223), is ‘an
ability to contemplate metacognitively language over which one already
has a high degree of skilled control and inexplicit intuitions’, i.e. it is
‘implicit knowledge that has become explicit’ (Levelt et al., 1978:5, cited
in James, 1996). James (1996) draws the conclusion that logically
Language Awareness applies more to knowledge of the mother tongue,
while consciousness-raising is for L2 learners.

It could be argued that James presents a rather narrow view of
consciousness-raising, emphasising the remedying of deficiencies (i.e. the
corrective function) rather than the broadening of the learner’s linguis-
tic repertoire that may also result from activities in which specific fea-
tures of the input have been made salient by the teacher (i.e. the additive
function). It is also something of an over-simplification to associate
Language Awareness primarily with knowledge of the mother tongue,
since language awareness work with intermediate and advanced L2
learners and with L2 teachers often involves reflection on and analysis
of language where the learner/teacher already has a measure of implicit
knowledge and skilled control.

Certainly, though, for the L2 teacher (whether a native speaker or non-
native speaker of the language being taught), both sorts of linguistic
metacognition mentioned by James are important. For instance, any ped-
agogical decision relating to the language content of one’s teaching
undoubtedly involves metacognitions about language over which the
teacher has, to a greater or lesser extent, ‘skilled control and inexplicit
intuitions’, a point which is discussed at greater length in 2.2. At the
same time, it is clear that consciousness-raising (or input enhancement /
creating salience) – indeed any structuring (‘tuning’ or mediation) of lan-
guage input for pedagogical purposes – places significant demands on the
L2 teacher’s language awareness. The nature of these demands is dis-
cussed further in 2.4. Examples of teachers’ responses to such demands
can be found in snapshots throughout the book, but particularly in
Chapter 5, which focuses on TLA and pedagogical practice.

1.6 TLA and recent perspectives on L2 education

The role of grammar in L2 pedagogy will be discussed in detail in
Chapter 3, with a historical review and an examination of the major
areas of debate. At this point, the aim is simply to place TLA and the
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development of interest in this specific area of L2 teacher competence
within the context of recent perspectives on grammar and L2 teaching.

The debate about the importance of grammar and whether it should be
taught explicitly has a long history, with different views prevailing, at least
in certain sectors of L2 education, at various times. Contrasting traditions
seem to have developed, for instance, in ESL and EFL contexts – with the
latter exhibiting a greater tendency to retain an explicit focus on the teach-
ing of grammar (Celce-Murcia, Dörnyei and Thurrell, 1997).

In the latter part of the twentieth century, the role of form-focused
instruction in L2 education (i.e. explicit teaching of grammar) was chal-
lenged in a number of ways, but particularly as a result of the advent of
the Communicative Approach to language teaching (CLT), which
prompted a re-evaluation of the role of grammar, causing a ‘switch of
attention from teaching the language system to teaching the language as
communication’ (Howatt, 1984:277). As Roberts (1998:150) observes,
it is a myth to assert that CLT ‘has no place for grammar in the formal
sense’. Nevertheless, according to Tonkyn (1994:4), pedagogical practice
in many CLT classrooms ‘tended to play down the value of grammar
teaching. Communicative success, it was suggested, did not necessarily
require grammar.’

The rise of CLT, and the accompanying switch of focus from the
teacher to the learner, led not only to a changed perception of the value
of grammar-focused teaching, but also to an altered view of the teacher’s
role, which very often became primarily that of facilitator. If the L2
teacher’s main role was to facilitate learning, then this was frequently
taken to imply that the principal need of such a teacher was familiarity
with CLT techniques and the skills of managing pair- and group work,
rather than knowledge of subject matter (i.e. knowledge about the spe-
cific language being taught). The methodological enrichment accompa-
nying CLT had a significant impact on many training courses of the time,
and the extent to which they moderated their focus on such traditional
concerns as how to teach grammar.

Nevertheless, courses of language teacher training such as those
leading to the Royal Society of Arts (RSA) Certificates and Diplomas in
the Teaching of English as a Foreign Language (TEFL)2 continued to pay
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department known as Cambridge ESOL. The Certificate and Diploma in the Teaching of
English as a Foreign Language to Adults (CTEFLA and DTEFLA) and their counterpart
schemes aimed at non-native-speaker teachers (the Certificate and Diploma for Overseas
Teachers of English, COTE and DOTE) have been replaced by a certificate and diploma tar-
geted at both native-speaker and non-native-speaker teachers of English: the Certificate and
Diploma in English Language Teaching to Adults (known as CELTA and DELTA).



at least some attention to ‘Language Awareness’, following the practice
established by John and Brita Haycraft on their pioneering four-week
pre-service courses for native speakers at International House, London,
in the 1960s. Also during this period, Bolitho and Tomlinson’s book
Discover English (1980) appeared, the first published materials to focus
on developing teachers’ awareness about language, and there were
others who were still prepared to advocate the importance of teachers’
subject-matter knowledge. However, it is noticeable that when Edge
(1988), for example, makes his case for language study as part of L2
teacher education programmes (see 1.2), he does so somewhat apolo-
getically, in acknowledgement of the continuing anti-grammar senti-
ment in some sectors of the ELT profession in the 1980s.

More recently, coinciding with what is sometimes characterised
(perhaps over-simplistically) as a grammar revival, and with the best-
selling ELT textbooks once again mainly having grammatical syllabuses
as their primary organising principle (Thornbury, 1998), there have been
more forthright assertions about the importance of focusing on language
awareness in L2 teacher development courses. Wright and Bolitho
(1993:292), for instance, make the point very simply: ‘the more aware a
teacher is of language and how it works, the better’.

It should be emphasised that, in making such claims, Wright and
Bolitho (1993) were not in any way implying that the primary focus of
language awareness activity should be on grammar, nor that such activ-
ity necessarily entailed a traditional view of grammar. Many of the
grammar-related language analysis tasks in TLA-related books and on
teacher development courses have focused on grammar in context,
drawing increasingly on insights from research (often corpus-based) on
grammar and lexis, discourse grammar, and spoken and written
grammar (as discussed further in 3.5).

Since the early 1990s, there has been growing attention to TLA, both in
books and in such journals as the English Language Teaching Journal and
Language Awareness. TLA has also become an increasingly important
component of the professional standards expected of the L2 teacher, as indi-
cated, for instance, by the greater emphasis accorded to the teaching and
assessment of language awareness within the RSA/UCLES TEFL pro-
grammes referred to above (UCLES, 1996; 1998). However, much of what
has been written on the subject has tended to concentrate in the main on
methods of promoting TLA, as, for example, in the works mentioned earlier
(Bolitho and Tomlinson, 1980; 1995; Wright, 1994; Thornbury, 1997).

Although form-focused language instruction is a major part of so
much L2 teaching, many teachers, particularly those with some expo-
sure to the debates of recent years, remain uncertain about the role of
grammar, and how it is best taught and learned. For many teachers,
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especially those native-speaker teachers who went through an education
system in which they themselves did not experience formal grammar
teaching, such uncertainty is accompanied by feelings of doubt and inse-
curity about their own TLA. However, as the discussion in later chapters
reveals, teacher uncertainty about grammar is not confined to the native-
speaker teacher. Chapter 7 explores the TLA of native-speaker and non-
native-speaker L2 teachers.

Perhaps surprisingly, despite all the attention given to Language
Awareness / KAL in recent years, it has taken some time for TLA to find
its way on to the research agenda. The interest in Language Awareness /
KAL referred to earlier in the chapter has focused primarily on the
awareness/knowledge required by children, and although it has been
acknowledged that any changes in expectations about the knowledge to
be acquired by learners have implications for the knowledge base needed
by teachers, there has been relatively little research into the nature of that
knowledge base. Meanwhile, in L2 education, as noted above, attention
seems to have centred mainly on ways of helping teachers to develop that
knowledge base and enhance their language awareness, rather than on
investigating the nature of TLA or its impact on pedagogical practice.

In recent years, however, a certain amount of research has been con-
ducted, initially mainly in the UK, related to the language awareness of
teachers of both L1 and L2 (see, e.g., Brumfit, 1988; Chandler, Robinson
and Noyes, 1988; Mitchell and Hooper, 1991; Wray, 1993; Mitchell,
Hooper and Brumfit, 1994; Brumfit and Mitchell, 1995; Williamson and
Hardman, 1995; Brumfit, Mitchell and Hooper, 1996; Berry, 1997;
Murray, 1998; McNeill, 1999; Andrews, 1999b; Walsh, 2001; Morris,
2002; 2003). There is also a growing body of research specifically on L2
teacher cognitions about grammar (see, e.g., Palfreyman, 1993; Borg,
1998; 1999a; 1999b; Johnston and Goettsch, 2000; and the review of
such research in Borg, 2003a; 2006). The strength of current research
interest in the language awareness and subject-matter cognitions of
teachers of language, particularly L2 teachers, is demonstrated by two
recent volumes reporting a wide range of related studies (Trappes-
Lomax and Ferguson, 2002; Bartels, 2005a)3. The data discussed in the
following chapters are drawn largely from my own research.

1.7 Conclusion

In the present chapter, I have attempted to provide a historical and con-
ceptual background to the book’s specific focus on Teacher Language
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Awareness by setting the discussion within the context of the general
growth of interest in Language Awareness or ‘Knowledge About
Language’ since the 1980s. The chapter has noted the following:

• the emergence (particularly in the UK) of the Language Awareness
movement as a response to the poor language performance in the L1
and also L2 of children at school;

• the broad (and generally similar) focus of Language Awareness and
‘Knowledge About Language’ (KAL);

• the central importance for the Language Awareness movement of
‘explicit knowledge about language’;

• contrasting views in the literature about the relationship between
explicit and implicit language knowledge and about the role of
‘consciousness’;

• the demands that any explicit attention to features of language in L2
teaching places on the L2 teacher’s language awareness;

• recent perspectives in L2 education on grammar pedagogy and an
explicit focus on grammar, and their implications for the L2 teacher’s
language awareness.

The following chapter attempts to explore the precise nature of Teacher
Language Awareness.
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Questions for discussion and reflection

1) How would you rate your own language awareness?
2) How do you feel that it affects your performance as a teacher?
3) Do you feel more confident about your language awareness in

some areas (of the language generally, and of grammar specifi-
cally) than others? If so, in which areas are you most confident,
and why? In which areas are you least confident, and why?

4) Based on your experiences as L2 teacher and learner, what are
your own views on the question of the interface (if any) between
explicit and implicit language knowledge?

5) In your own teaching, to what extent do you seek to promote the
development of your students’ explicit knowledge about lan-
guage? What is your rationale for the approach you adopt?

6) In your previous experience of L2 teacher education courses (e.g.,
your initial training), was there a component focusing on
‘Language Awareness’ or ‘Language Analysis’? What form did
that component take? What impact, if any, did it have on (a) your
knowledge, and (b) your confidence?



2 TLA and the teaching of language

2.1 Introduction

The previous chapter provided a brief overview of the history of interest
in Teacher Language Awareness (TLA), in the context of the renewed
attention given since the late 1970s to issues relating to ‘Language
Awareness’ / ‘Knowledge About Language’, and in particular to the role
of explicit language knowledge in language learning. The aim of the
present chapter is to examine the language awareness of the teacher more
closely, and to consider the nature of the role it plays in the context of
language teaching and learning. The focus of the chapter is on L2 teach-
ing and learning, with particular reference to TLA as it relates to
grammar. However, many of the issues raised may be equally relevant to
L1 teaching, and, as I have already noted, the TLA construct is seen as
applying in principle to the full range of a teacher’s language knowledge
and awareness, not just to grammar.

The chapter begins by asking What is Teacher Language Awareness?
The complex nature of TLA is explored, including its relationship with
language proficiency and with the generic construct pedagogical content
knowledge. The chapter then goes on to ask whether TLA is important
for all L2 teachers and why, by examining the relevance of TLA within
different approaches to L2 pedagogy. This is followed by discussion of
how TLA can affect teacher behaviour, particularly through its impact
on the ways in which target language input is made available to learners
in the L2 classroom. The chapter concludes with an analysis of the
factors that can affect the application of TLA in pedagogical
practice, and of the potential impact of TLA on the teacher’s handling of
language-related issues both before the lesson and in the classroom.

2.2 What is Teacher Language Awareness?

Let us begin our examination of the nature of TLA by looking again at
Thornbury’s (1997:x) definition, quoted in the Introduction, which
describes TLA as ‘the knowledge that teachers have of the underlying
systems of the language that enables them to teach effectively’.
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According to such a view, TLA is essentially concerned with subject-
matter knowledge and its impact upon teaching. In other words, it
relates to the L2 teacher’s need to be able to function effectively as an
analyst of the language, with the ability ‘to talk about the language itself,
to analyse it, to understand how it works and to make judgements about
acceptability in doubtful cases’ (Edge, 1988:10). Hales’s (1997:217) def-
inition shows a similar focus on subject-matter knowledge: ‘Language
awareness could be glossed as a sensitivity to grammatical, lexical, or
phonological features, and the effect on meaning brought about by the
use of different forms.’

Snapshot 3 provides a clear illustration of the central role of subject-
matter knowledge in any teacher’s language awareness. It also highlights
the sorts of problems that can arise when teacher subject-matter knowl-
edge is lacking.

In the classroom episode that Rose describes, she and her students
apparently have no problems dealing with mechanical exercises trans-
forming active sentences to passive and vice versa. However, once atten-
tion switches to the meaning of passive voice, and the reasons for
selecting active or passive, i.e. what Hales (1997:217) refers to as ‘the
effect on meaning brought about by the use of different forms’, Rose
admits that she is unable to resolve her students’ difficulties, because she
lacks the relevant knowledge of the underlying systems of the language.
From Rose’s comments, it appears that she is not alone: other English
teachers in her school find her query equally challenging.

From Rose’s comments, subject-matter knowledge is evidently an
important, indeed necessary, part of TLA, a point we noted in the
Prologue. However, when we look at examples of how teachers handle
grammar-related issues in the classroom itself, it becomes apparent that
the relationship between subject-matter knowledge and classroom teach-
ing is very complex, and that subject-matter knowledge alone is not suf-
ficient to ensure the effective application of TLA in pedagogical practice,
as Snapshot 4 confirms.

From the learners’ perspective, there seem to be a number of potential
problems with Karen’s explanation in Snapshot 4 (see p. 26). However,
the inadequacies of Karen’s explanation are much less obviously the result
of a gap in subject-matter knowledge than are the problems reported by
Rose in Snapshot 3. Indeed, Karen, over a series of observed lessons,
revealed no major weaknesses in subject-matter knowledge per se. There
were, though, a number of similar instances in those lessons where Karen’s
output in the classroom seemed to be inadequately monitored, where she
tended to say too much about grammar-related issues with arguably insuf-
ficient reflection upon the intelligibility or usefulness of what she was
saying. In other words, it appeared that Karen was not really
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Snapshot 3: Rose

Rose teaches English in a very academic Catholic secondary school
for girls in Kowloon. Rose has received all her education in Hong
Kong, almost all of it through the medium of English, both at sec-
ondary school and at university, where she majored in English
Literature. As a result of her background, she is a very fluent and
confident communicator in English. However, she finds the handling
of grammar in her teaching extremely challenging. She attributes this
to her experience as a learner, an experience she describes as ‘self-
learning’ and which seems to have involved little or no explicit
teaching of grammar.

Perhaps because of her own uncertainties about grammar, Rose
claims to be wholeheartedly committed to the school’s ‘traditional’
approach, in which the textbook is supplemented by deductive
form-focused teaching of discrete grammar points, using ‘standard-
ised exercises for the whole form prepared by the teacher’ with set
answers.

Rose has just been observed giving a lesson during which the
entire 35 minutes were spent on a set of ‘standardised grammar exer-
cises’. During the post-lesson interview, she reflects on the challenges
she faces whenever she deals with grammar. As an illustration, she
recounts the difficulties she experienced in a recent lesson teaching
passive voice:

It’s easy if you ask them to rewrite the sentences, because
they find it easy to follow. However . . . they just don’t know
when we are supposed to use passive voice and when we are
supposed to use active voice. And one of the students even
asked me, ‘Miss Wong, why do we have to use passive voice
in our daily life?’ and I find this question difficult to answer,
ha, and I said, ‘Oh, I’ll tell you next time’ . . . and then I
asked my colleagues, ‘Why do we use and teach passive
voice?’ and no one can give me the correct answer. And then
I go home and think about it. But even now I really don’t
know how to handle that student’s questions. I finish the
worksheets with them and they know how to rewrite the
sentences. But I don’t know how to explain to them.
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Snapshot 4: Karen

Karen has been teaching English for three years. She is currently in
her second school, a co-educational secondary school in the New
Territories. She is happy and less stressed than in her previous job:
although the students in her present school are rather passive, they
are generally well intentioned and pleasant.

Karen teaches three classes of English this year. One of them is a
Secondary 4 (Year 10) class: a group of forty-two 15-year-olds who
will be taking the HKCEE public examination towards the end of
the following school year. Karen enjoys teaching this class. As she
says of them herself: ‘Most of them are very nice . . . and I really
want to help them.’

One Thursday morning, Karen and her Secondary 4 students are
spending the whole of a 40-minute lesson revising the formation of
questions in English. The students have just been focusing on the
order of the words in the question Will you come at 8 am? Karen
feels that her students may not be learning much from their analysis
of such a sentence, given that the simple subject–verb inversion is of
the type they learned in primary school. She therefore attempts to
extend their opportunities for learning by explaining some of the
complexities of meaning associated with the modal auxiliary will, as
used in the question Will you come at 8 am? In doing so, Karen gives
her students the following explanation:

For this word will we have two kinds of meaning. Number 1
you can say that it’s about future tense . . . maybe it’s now 4
am, and then Will you come at 8 am? Future tense . . . Or
another one maybe . . . Do you know that traditionally if I
say I shall go / I will go, they are different? Can you
remember? I shall go is about future, I shall go future tense.
And then I will go – maybe the underlying meaning is like
this: I must go / I have to go. And then for this one again it’s
the same, Will you come at 8 am? Maybe it’s about the future
and secondly you can say that Do you have to come? Or
Will you really come? Because I hope that you can come.
And then Yes, I will come, I must come, I will come . . .
something like that.



thinking about the language content from the viewpoint of the learners,
taking into account their potential difficulties. Analysing language from
the learner/learning perspective is clearly an important aspect of TLA, as
we saw in the Prologue. Karen’s problems in this regard offer confirma-
tion of the point made earlier, that the successful application of TLA in
practice is dependent not only on a sound language systems knowledge
base.

The extract from Karen’s lesson in Snapshot 4 suggests that there are a
number of elements that contribute to the complexity of TLA. Of partic-
ular significance is the relationship between teachers’ subject-matter
knowledge and their language proficiency, or ‘communicative language
ability’ (CLA) in Bachman’s terms. Bachman’s model of CLA consists of
‘both knowledge, or competence, and the capacity for implementing, or
executing, that competence in appropriate, contextualised communicative
language use’ (Bachman, 1990:84). A major part of CLA is what Bachman
calls language competence. This includes organisational competence (cov-
ering grammatical and textual competences) and pragmatic competence
(illocutionary and sociolinguistic competences). The second major part of
CLA is strategic competence, which refers to the higher-order processes
that enable the language user to determine communicative goals, assess
communicative resources, plan communication and execute that plan. The
third part of Bachman’s model of CLA is what he refers to as psy-
chophysiological mechanisms: the auditory, articulatory and neurological
processes that are part of human communication. The problems with
Karen’s explanation in Snapshot 4 appear to be linked, at least in part, to
her strategic competence, and the extent to which she is able to draw on
her communicative resources and convey her intended message effectively.

The closeness and pervasiveness of the interconnections between
subject-matter knowledge and language proficiency become clear if we
stop to consider the nature of teachers’ content-related activity both pre-
lesson and in-lesson. In preparing for lessons with a grammar focus, for
example, language-aware teachers’ reflections on lesson content (their
metacognitions) are likely to encompass both their explicit knowledge of
the relevant grammar rules and their own communicative use of the
grammar item. Then, once teachers are in the classroom, anything they
say about grammar during the lesson not only will draw on their subject-
matter knowledge, but will also be mediated through their language pro-
ficiency, assuming that the medium of instruction is the L2. From this,
then, it seems reasonable to argue that much of the complexity of TLA
derives from the uniqueness of the situation in language teaching (as
compared with the teaching of other subjects), where content and
medium of instruction (MOI) are inextricably intertwined. Even in L2
teaching contexts where there is considerable classroom use of the L1,
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this observation still applies to those parts of the lesson in which the L2
is the MOI.

A second element contributing to the complexity of TLA, as noted
above, is the need for teachers to be aware of the learners, to be aware
(to the extent that such awareness is possible) of the learners’ present
level of language development (their interlanguage), and to tailor their
handling of grammar-related input to that level. As Wright (2002:115)
observes, ‘A linguistically aware teacher not only understands how lan-
guage works, but understands the student’s struggle with language and
is sensitive to errors and other interlanguage features.’ Given that any
class of learners will contain as many interlanguages as there are learn-
ers, all at different stages of development, this presents the teacher with
particular challenges.

Based on all the above, it would seem that any model of TLA would
need to take account of the following:

• The language knowledge/awareness of the teacher embraces both
knowledge of subject matter and language proficiency, since it involves
reflections on both and entails the mediation of the former through the
latter.

• The language knowledge/awareness required by the teacher of a lan-
guage is qualitatively different from that of the educated user of that
language. As I have argued elsewhere (see, e.g., Andrews, 1999a),
teachers of a language, like any educated users of that language,
undoubtedly need sufficiently high levels of implicit and explicit
knowledge of grammar to facilitate effective communication. In the
case of teachers, their effectiveness as communicators is directly linked
to their adequacy as models for their students. At the same time,
however: ‘effective L2 teaching requires of the teacher more than just
the possession of such knowledge and the ability to draw upon it for
communicative purposes. The L2 teacher also needs to reflect upon
that knowledge and ability, and upon her [sic] knowledge of the
underlying systems of the language, in order to ensure that her stu-
dents receive maximally useful input for learning’ (Andrews,
1999a:163).

• The language knowledge/awareness of the teacher is therefore
‘metacognitive’, i.e. it involves ‘cognition about cognition’ (Flavell,
1981, quoted by Gombert, 1992:7). In other words, TLA is not just
knowledge of subject matter mediated through a teacher’s language
proficiency, but rather, as suggested above, it also involves an extra
cognitive dimension of reflections upon both knowledge of subject-
matter and language proficiency, which provides a basis for the tasks
of planning and teaching. (See, e.g., Andrews, 1997, and 1999a, where
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the term ‘teacher metalinguistic awareness’ is used to emphasise the
importance of this metacognitive dimension.)

• The language knowledge/awareness of the teacher also encompasses
an awareness of language from the learner’s perspective, incorporat-
ing awareness of the learner’s developing interlanguage. Such aware-
ness would include an appreciation of the current state of each
learner’s interlanguage and of its likely developmental path, as well as
an awareness of the processes of interlingual development. Awareness
of the learner and the learner’s perspective also includes an awareness
of the extent to which the language content of the materials/lessons
poses difficulties for learners.

2.3 TLA and pedagogical content knowledge

There are clearly close connections between this conception of TLA and
the more generic construct pedagogical content knowledge, or PCK (see,
e.g., Shulman, 1987; Brophy, 1991; Gess-Newsome and Lederman,
1999; and Turner-Bisset, 1999 and 2001). Brophy (1991:xii) describes
PCK as ‘a special form of professional understanding that is unique to
teachers and combines knowledge of the content to be taught with
knowledge of what students know or think they know about this content
and knowledge of how this content can be represented to the students
through examples, analogies, etc. in ways that are most likely to be effec-
tive in helping them to attain the intended outcomes of instruction’.

Shulman developed the original conceptualisation of PCK in a series
of papers (e.g., Shulman, 1986a; 1986b; 1987) in which he focused on
the need for educational researchers to engage in the study of ‘teachers’
cognitive understanding of subject matter content and the relationships
between such understanding and the instruction teachers provide for stu-
dents’ (Shulman, 1986a:25). Shulman (1987:15) identified a number of
possible categories of a knowledge base for teaching, but he saw the rela-
tionship between content and pedagogy as centrally important: ‘the key
to distinguishing the knowledge base of teaching lies at the intersection
of content and pedagogy, in the capacity of a teacher to transform the
content knowledge he or she possesses into forms that are pedagogically
powerful and yet adaptive to the variations in ability and background
presented by the students’.

More recent attempts to describe teacher knowledge have used the
term PCK slightly differently. Turner-Bisset (2001), for example, uses
PCK as an overarching term to describe all the knowledge bases that
underpin effective teaching. This use of the term acknowledges the central
importance of the content–pedagogy relationship and, as the quote from
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Shulman (1987) suggests, its close interrelationship with other categories
of the knowledge base of teaching, such as knowledge of the learners.
Turner-Bisset identifies several knowledge bases (e.g., subject knowledge,
beliefs about the subject, curriculum knowledge, beliefs about teaching
and learning, knowledge of learners, knowledge of self, and contextual
knowledge) and speaks of them as interacting sets: at times only some
work together, but in acts of expert teaching they blend together.

Freeman (2002) has described PCK as a messy, even unworkable
concept to apply to language as subject matter. Freeman argues that in L2
teaching, the teacher’s knowledge of subject matter would probably be
defined in linguistic terms, while students’ prior knowledge and concep-
tions of language would most likely be based on their L1. The meeting of
these teacher and student conceptions in the L2 classroom would there-
fore take place in a mixture of L1 and L2, creating, as Freeman (2002:6)
put it, ‘at least three, potentially conflicting, levels of representation: the
teacher’s linguistic knowledge, the students’ first language background,
and the classroom language interactions’. The situation pointed out by
Freeman does indeed (as Tsui has pointed out in a personal communica-
tion) illustrate the complexity of the L2 teacher’s PCK, which necessarily
involves knowledge about students’ conceptions and misconceptions
about both the L2 and the L1. However, rather than taking such argu-
ments as grounds for rejecting PCK as an unworkable concept in L2
teaching, I would argue that it is precisely at the interface Freeman
describes that TLA comes into play, with the language-aware teacher
being equipped to resolve what Freeman sees as potential conflicts. As a
result, I have preferred to interpret issues of the sort mentioned by
Freeman as lending support to the arguments outlined here and elsewhere
(see, e.g., Andrews, 2001; 2003) for a modified model of PCK incorpo-
rating the TLA construct. As such, PCK is seen as the overarching know-
ledge base, and TLA is seen as one subset of the teacher’s knowledge bases
(a knowledge base subset that is unique to the L2 teacher), which inter-
acts with others and blends with them in acts of expert L2 teaching.

The model below (Figure 1) reflects the characteristics of TLA outlined
in 2.2 above, by representing TLA as forming a bridge between language
proficiency and knowledge of subject matter. This enables TLA to be seen
both as a pedagogically related reflective dimension of language profi-
ciency, and also as a sub-component of the L2 teacher’s PCK, which inter-
acts with the other sub-components. Figure 1 is a modified version of the
model in Andrews, 1999b and 2001. The present model differs from the
earlier versions in a number of ways, but primarily in that knowledge of
the learners has been incorporated as an integral component of TLA, and
knowledge of subject matter has been replaced with the broader heading
‘subject-matter cognitions’ in order to reflect the close interrelationship
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of knowledge and beliefs (see, e.g., Woods, 1996). The categories into
which teacher cognitions are divided in any such model are, as Tsui
(2003:137) has pointed out, more analytic than real. The model is nev-
ertheless included here in an attempt to focus attention on those aspects
of the L2 teacher’s professional knowledge base which seem to intermesh
particularly closely whenever pedagogical practice is specifically engaged
with the content of learning, i.e. the language itself. Chapter 4 contains
further discussion of TLA and teachers’ subject-matter cognitions.

One other point that needs to be emphasised in any discussion of the
nature of TLA is the use of the word ‘awareness’ in preference to ‘know-
ledge’. This underlines both the dynamism of the construct, and also the
important difference between the possession of knowledge and the use
made of such knowledge: i.e. the declarative and procedural dimensions.
I would argue that TLA incorporates a procedural as well as a declarative
dimension, with knowledge of subject matter (i.e. the language systems
knowledge base) at the core of the declarative dimension. If I began using
the word ‘awareness’ in part for historical reasons (since the term ‘lan-
guage awareness’ has been extensively used in discussions of L2 teacher
development, especially in relation to TEFL/TESL, for a number of years),
it was retained deliberately, in order to emphasise the difference between
the possession of subject-matter knowledge and ‘knowledge-in-action’
(i.e. awareness). Knowledge and awareness are, of course, interlinked. As
Duff (1988) has observed, the L2 teacher needs a deep and wide-ranging
knowledge of the language being taught, since this knowledge informs the
teacher’s awareness. Duff (1988:72) suggests that an awareness ‘that is not
sustained by knowledge is inadequate’. I would concur with Duff’s posi-
tion, since subject-matter knowledge forms the core of the conception of
TLA as set out in this chapter. At the same time, however, I would argue
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Figure 1: Teacher Language Awareness, language proficiency and
pedagogical content knowledge (modified from Andrews, 1999b; 2001)
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that, for the L2 teacher, knowledge without an accompanying awareness
may be equally inadequate, leading, for example, to the type of lesson in
which the teacher seems to be intent upon displaying his/her own knowl-
edge about language rather than drawing upon that knowledge selectively
in order to facilitate the learners’ acquisition of language.

2.4 Is TLA important, and if so, why?

In the previous chapter (section 1.6), the changing perceptions of the
importance of grammar in L2 teaching were briefly outlined. Although
an explicit focus on grammar seems to form part of much L2 teaching
around the world, there are still lingering uncertainties (at the theoretical
level at least) about the importance and role of grammar teaching within
L2 pedagogy. We therefore need to look closely at any assertion that TLA
is important for the L2 teacher and consider the supporting arguments
with care. Wright and Bolitho (1993:292), for example, may claim (as
noted in Chapter 1) that ‘the more aware a teacher is of language and
how it works, the better’, but what are the justifications for such a claim?

In attempting to examine those justifications, it may be helpful to con-
sider the relevance of TLA to each of the three options in language teach-
ing outlined by Long and Robinson (1998) – ‘focus on formS’, ‘focus on
form’ and ‘focus on meaning’ – options which are linked to different
teaching/learning foci. The first option, ‘focus on formS’, is the label
applied by Long and Robinson to ‘synthetic’ approaches to language
teaching (Wilkins, 1976), i.e. those which focus on the teaching of dis-
crete points of language in accordance with what Rutherford (1987:4)
describes as the ‘accumulated entities’ view of language learning. These
‘synthetic’ approaches have predominated throughout most of the
history of L2 education.

Long and Robinson call the second of their options ‘focus on form’.
As Ellis (2005) points out, there are a number of possible interpretations
of the term ‘focus on form’ (including the interpretation which Long and
Robinson label ‘focus on formS’). However, Long (1991:45–6) specifi-
cally defines ‘focus on form’ as an approach which ‘overtly draws stu-
dents’ attention to linguistic elements as they arise incidentally in lessons
whose overriding focus is on meaning or communication’. In other
words, ‘focus on form’ refers to approaches where the students’ primary
engagement is with meaning-focused activity, as in ‘strong’ versions of a
task-based approach. Within such approaches, ‘focus on form’ occurs as
attention switches to language when the need/opportunity arises in the
course of communication, and not as part of a predetermined plan to
teach specific language features.
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The final option, ‘focus on meaning’, refers to the range of approaches
which Long and Robinson (1998:18) call ‘non-interventionist’. These
approaches (often referred to as ‘natural’, and associated in more recent
years with, e.g., Newmark, 1966; Krashen, 1985; and Prabhu, 1987)
advocate abandoning a focus on language formS. Instead, they seek to
replicate the processes of L1 development in the belief that ‘classroom
language learning will proceed more effectively if language learners are
allowed to construct their interlanguages “naturally”, in the same way
as they would if they were learning grammar through the process of
learning to communicate’ (Ellis, 1994:652).

If we take the first of these options, it should be clear from the pre-
ceding discussion that Teacher Language Awareness can potentially play
a crucial role in determining the success of any ‘focus-on-formS’
approach designed to help develop learners’ explicit knowledge.
Whatever the nature of the focus-on-formS approach adopted – whether
it is based upon the traditional P-P-P (Presentation-Practice-Production)
teaching sequence, or on a less production-focused approach such as
‘consciousness-raising’ (Rutherford and Sharwood Smith, 1985) or
‘input enhancement’ (Sharwood Smith, 1991) – if the syllabus is broadly
linguistic, then TLA will necessarily be a significant factor at each stage
from lesson preparation through to the provision of corrective feedback.

The type of demand which might be exerted on TLA within teaching
that corresponds to the second of these options, ‘focus on form’, would
vary according to the precise nature of the approach adopted. The
approach most commonly identified with ‘focus on form’ is Task-based
Language Teaching (TBLT). However, as Skehan (1996; 2003) has pointed
out, there are strong and weak forms of TBLT, a distinction reflecting that
made by Howatt (1984) in relation to Communicative Language Teaching
(CLT) (see Chapter 3). Skehan’s strong form of TBLT (which corresponds
more closely to Long and Robinson’s ‘focus on form’) sees the task as the
basic unit of teaching, in which acquisition of form takes care of itself with
relatively little intervention by the teacher. A weak form of TBLT would
still have tasks at its core, but these may be preceded and/or followed by
focused instruction, the post-task instruction usually depending on the
quality of the students’ performance of the task.

Whichever type of ‘focus-on-form’ approach is adopted, however, it
seems that ‘focus on form’ in fact poses no less of a challenge to a
teacher’s language awareness than ‘focus on formS’. For example, even
the strong form of TBLT would entail the selection of suitable learning
tasks, which would involve considering such factors as the potential lin-
guistic demands of the task and the linguistic capacity of the learners
to cope with those demands. In addition, and perhaps most signifi-
cantly, a strong ‘focus-on-form’ approach might actually increase the
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demands on a teacher’s language awareness, because of the emphasis
on language-related activity arising spontaneously out of the tasks
rather than being determined in advance. TLA would significantly
affect both the teacher’s judgement of whether and when to intervene,
and also the ability to intervene in ways likely to promote learning.
With the weaker form of TBLT, the demands on TLA are that much
more apparent, as the teacher is confronted with the need to make deci-
sions about whether and how to address grammar issues before,
during, and after the task (for further discussion, see Richards, 2002,
and Nunan, 2004).

It is with the third option, ‘focus on meaning’, that the importance
of TLA is perhaps the least obvious. After all, if the emphasis is on
non-intervention, then it might be assumed that the demands on a
teacher’s language awareness would be greatly reduced, if not entirely
eliminated. However, even within those approaches which are the least
sympathetic to form-focused instruction (such as those inspired by the
work of Krashen), one could argue that TLA plays a significant part in
the effectiveness or otherwise of what takes place in the classroom.
Krashen’s ‘input hypothesis’ (1981; 1985), for example, proposes that
comprehensible input is a major causative factor in L2 acquisition. If a
teacher wanted the classroom to be a major source of comprehensible
input and therefore an ‘acquisition-rich’ environment, then he/she would
presumably need to make decisions about the current stage of develop-
ment of the students’ ‘acquired systems’, and

(a) select texts providing comprehensible input;
(b) devise tasks entailing an appropriate level of linguistic challenge; and
(c) control his/her own language to a level a little beyond the students’

current level of competence.

All of these tasks would pose considerable challenges to the teacher’s
language awareness.

From this it would appear that although TLA is of particular import-
ance where teachers are employing ‘focus-on-formS’ or ‘focus-on-form’
approaches, it can also impact upon a teacher’s effectiveness even within
the most extreme of meaning-focused approaches. It therefore seems rea-
sonable to argue that TLA is an essential part of any language teacher’s
knowledge/skills base.

2.5 How does TLA affect teacher behaviour?

In recent years, there have been various attempts to characterise how
Teacher Language Awareness affects teacher behaviour. Thornbury
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(1997), for example, lists a number of potential consequences of weak-
ness in the area of language awareness:

Wright and Bolitho (1993) identify a number of pedagogic tasks where
TLA may have a significant positive impact, including preparing lessons;
evaluating, adapting and writing materials; understanding, interpreting
and designing syllabuses; and assessing learners’ performance. They
suggest that a lack of awareness most typically shows itself at the class-
room level: ‘for example when a teacher is unable to identify and com-
pensate for shortcomings in a coursebook, or is “caught out” by a
learner’s question on the language’ (Wright and Bolitho, 1993:292).
They emphasise that these points about TLA apply equally to NS and
NNS teachers, a point we shall discuss further in Chapter 7.

In an early investigation of TLA (Andrews, 1994), I asked trainers of
English native-speaker teachers of EFL to characterise the grammatical
knowledge and awareness required of teachers. The list below gives an
indication of the range of aspects mentioned by the trainers and represents
one view of how TLA might ideally manifest itself in teacher behaviour.
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• a failure on the part of the teacher to anticipate learners’ learning problems
and a consequent inability to plan lessons that are pitched at the right level;

• an inability to interpret coursebook syllabuses and materials and to adapt
these to the specific needs of the learners;

• an inability to deal satisfactorily with errors, or to field learners’ queries; and

• a general failure to earn the confidence of the learners due to a lack of basic
terminology and ability to present new language clearly and efficiently

(Thornbury, 1997:xii)

1) Knowledge of grammatical terminology
2) Understanding of the concepts associated with terms
3) Awareness of meaning/language in communication
4) Ability to reflect on language and analyse language forms
5) Ability to select/grade language and break down grammar points for

teaching purposes
6) Ability to analyse grammar from learners’ perspective
7) Ability to anticipate learners’ grammatical difficulties
8) Ability to deal confidently with spontaneous grammar questions
9) Ability to think on one’s feet in dealing with grammar problems

10) Ability to explain grammar to students without complex metalanguage
11) Awareness of ‘correctness’ and ability to justify an opinion about what

is acceptable usage and what is not
12) Sensitivity to language/awareness of how language works

(Andrews, 1994:75)



It is interesting to note how many of the ideal characteristics listed
mirror the deficiencies mentioned by Thornbury, and by Wright and
Bolitho.

A comparable list of qualities, taken from Leech (1994), and forming
part of his discussion of the ‘mature communicative knowledge’ of
grammar required by the teacher, is set out below.

The lists from Andrews (1994) and Leech (1994) have their limitations.
The former raises as many questions as it answers. We might ask, for
example, what precisely is meant by ‘complex metalanguage’ (point 10).
Presumably the point at issue is whether the metalanguage actually means
something to the learners, rather than any inherent complexity in the
terminology employed. With the Leech list, too, we might wish to suggest
certain modifications and make explicit certain ideas which are perhaps
implicit. For instance, in relation to (a), one would want to emphasise
that this interaction of the grammar and the lexicon should relate not
only to such interaction within the sentence – Leech (1994:19) refers
to ‘words, phrases, sentences, and their categories and structures’ – but
also to the interaction of form and meaning in longer stretches of text.
With reference to (b), we might wish to add the qualifying comment ‘from
the learners’ perspective’, while with (e) one would want to highlight
Leech’s further comment, ‘whatever the level of learning, the degree of
explicit explanation needs to be reduced to the simplest level consistent
with its pedagogical purpose’ (1994:21), and also to add another aspect
of simplification, that teachers should control their own use of language.
We might also want to argue that the scope of the knowledge charac-
terised in both lists should be broadened to include an awareness of the
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A ‘model’ teacher of languages should:

a) be capable of putting across a sense of how grammar interacts
with the lexicon as a communicative system;

b) be able to analyse the grammatical problems that learners
encounter;

c) have the ability and confidence to evaluate the use of grammar,
especially by learners, against criteria of accuracy, appropriate-
ness and expressiveness;

d) be aware of the contrastive relations between native language
and foreign language;

e) understand and implement the processes of simplification by
which overt knowledge of grammar can best be presented to
learners at different stages of learning. (Leech, 1994:18)



distinctive features of spoken grammar (see, e.g., Carter and McCarthy,
1997; 2006). Whatever minor adjustments one might feel inclined to
make to both these lists, however, they provide a useful inventory of
facets of teacher behaviour to look out for when observing instances of
Teacher Language Awareness in the context of grammar-related peda-
gogical activity.

Both of the lists above are concerned with the knowledge, awareness
and ability the teacher brings to the task of dealing with issues relating
to ‘input’ – ‘the target language samples to which the learner is exposed’
(Ellis, 1990:96). Although there are different views among researchers
into second language acquisition as to how languages are learned or
acquired (see Chapter 3 for discussion of some of the research relating
to form-focused instruction), one thing that is clear is that it is a pre-
condition for learning that learners should be exposed to input. The L2
learner, whether in the instructed learning or the immersion setting,
learns the target language from the samples of that language to which
he/she is exposed, either deliberately or incidentally. The sixth of Ellis’s
(2005) ten principles of instructed language learning, offered as ‘provi-
sional specifications’ for a learning-centred language pedagogy, states
that ‘[s]uccessful instructed language learning requires extensive L2
input’ (p. 217). The significance of Teacher Language Awareness is
therefore likely to come primarily from its impact upon the ways in
which input is made available to learners in the classroom setting.

In relating TLA to input, however, it should not be assumed that
TLA as a construct has a place only within a cognitive, information-
processing view of L2 learning. On the contrary, I would argue that
the significance of TLA is equally obvious within a sociocultural view
of L2 learning, which sees such learning as socially constructed through
both interpersonal and intrapersonal interactions (see, e.g., Lantolf,
2000). For instance, TLA clearly has the potential to influence both the
decisions the teacher makes about whether to withhold or provide
scaffolding (i.e. interactional support) to assist in the co-construction
with the learner(s) of new knowledge, and also the strategies and the
language used by the teacher in providing and then gradually with-
drawing that scaffolding. The mediating role of the teacher in relation
both to the provision of input (or affordances1) and to the processes that
might promote the assimilation of new information into the learner’s
interlanguage is therefore potentially crucial when viewed from either
perspective.
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1 Sociocultural theory would use the term affordances in preference to input. Affordances are
those ‘language learning opportunities that exist in the learner’s linguistic “environment” ’
(Thornbury, 2006:9).



When the L2 learner is studying language formally, learning may still
take place outside the classroom, depending on the extent to which the
learner has the opportunity and motivation to become involved in any
L2 immersion. For many L2 learners worldwide, however, their major
opportunities for exposure to L2 input occur within the classroom and
as a result of any related activities that may take place outside the class-
room setting. In the context of any L2 classroom, the three main sources
of target language input for learners are materials, other learners and the
teacher him-/herself. The model in Figure 2 below (adapted from
Andrews, 1999a) is intended to show how a teacher’s language aware-
ness can interact with the language output from all three sources, oper-
ating as a kind of ‘filter’ affecting the way in which each source of input
is made available to the learner.

As Figure 2 suggests, learners may encounter L2 input direct (i.e. unfil-
tered) from sources such as the textbook (if they study any of it by them-
selves) and other students (if, e.g., they take part in any unmonitored
classroom exchanges involving the L2), but their exposure to output
from these sources may also be mediated, or ‘shaped’, by the teacher (via
the TLA ‘filter’). In making use of the textbook, for instance, the teacher
might modify (however slightly) the textbook’s presentation or practice
of a grammar point, or draw learners’ attention to the occurrence and
significance of a particular grammatical structure within a reading com-
prehension text. When encountering language produced by the learners,
orally or in writing, the teacher has a range of options for handling that
output, but very often the feedback provided by the teacher will consti-
tute an additional source of input for learning (for the class or for the
individual learner) as the student’s original output is modified by the
teacher.

As Figure 2 illustrates, the teacher is also the producer of target
language input. This may occur with the specific intention to induce
learning, as in, for example, the presentation of new language, or, less
deliberately, through any communicative use the teacher makes of the L2
in the classroom, such as for classroom management. Awareness of the
potential of self-produced language as input for learning may lead the
teacher to pay careful attention to the structuring of his/her utterances
(which may, in other words, be ‘filtered’ through the teacher’s language
awareness). In the same lesson, however, there will almost certainly be
many teacher utterances which are less consciously monitored, and
which are not intended by the teacher to lead to learning, but which are
nevertheless potentially available to the learner as ‘unfiltered’ input.

The point being made here is that the TLA ‘filter’ inevitably influences
the decisions and choices the teacher makes in mediating, or ‘shaping’,
the language input that is made available to learners in the classroom:
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the language contained in materials, the language produced by other
learners and the language produced by the teacher. With hindsight, the
‘filter’ metaphor is not ideal, because it may be misconceived as placing
undue emphasis on TLA’s defensive, ‘risk limitation’ role, and the ability
of the language-aware teacher to spot and then filter out problems, errors
and potential sources of misunderstanding. That role may indeed be
important, but the TLA ‘filter’ is actually concerned at least as much with
the more positive goal of sifting through input (potential or actual) in
order to spot opportunities for learning. Such opportunities may, of
course, occur because of a problem (for instance, a communication
breakdown in a meaning-focused oral activity) or a student’s misunder-
standing or error. But they may also arise as a result of the teacher’s open-
ness to teaching/learning potential. As Wright (2002:115) notes: ‘The
linguistically aware teacher can spot opportunities to generate discussion
and exploration of language, for example by noticing features of texts
which suggest a particular language activity.’

2.6 The impact of TLA on pedagogical practice

It is evident from the preceding discussion that there are two factors spe-
cific to language that are seen as central to the operation of the TLA ‘filter’
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Figure 2: The role of TLA in structuring input for learners (adapted from
Andrews, 1999a:166)
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described above. The first of these is subject-matter knowledge. As
Thornbury suggests, this is crucial to the successful application of TLA in
pedagogical practice: it is effectively the declarative dimension of TLA. In
relation to grammar teaching, for instance, the quality of a teacher’s think-
ing, actions and reactions at all stages – in preparation, teaching and post-
lesson reflection – is clearly dependent on a sound underlying language
systems knowledge base. It is equally evident, however, that explicit
knowledge of grammar, while a necessary part of a teacher’s language
awareness, is not sufficient by itself to ensure that any teacher will deal with
grammar-related issues in ways which are most conducive to learning.

The second language-specific factor that plays a vital role in the appli-
cation of TLA in pedagogical practice is language proficiency. This not only
affects the quality of the teacher’s reflections about language. It also has a
direct effect upon the structural accuracy and functional appropriateness
of the teacher’s mediation of all three potential sources of language input.

These two language-related factors undoubtedly have a major influ-
ence on the quality of teacher-produced input and the effectiveness of the
teacher’s mediation of other potential input sources. As noted in 2.2
above, a third crucial factor is the teacher’s awareness of the learner, and
of the learner’s developing interlanguage. These three factors may for our
present purposes be subsumed under the heading of ‘professional
factors’, together with, for instance, the teacher’s beliefs about grammar
and his/her previous experience of grammar teaching.

However, there are other factors – other cognitions, relating to atti-
tude and to context – which interact with professional factors (including
subject-matter knowledge) to exert a powerful influence upon the appli-
cation of TLA in pedagogical practice. One key attitudinal factor is the
teacher’s self-confidence, or lack of confidence, about grammar. Another
concerns the relative importance that the teacher (for whatever reason)
accords to content issues rather than questions of methodology, class-
room organisation and student responsiveness. As well as being influ-
enced by professional factors, these attitudinal factors may also be
influenced by the teacher’s perceptions of and responses to contextual
factors in the particular work situation, such as pressure of time and the
need to follow a prescribed syllabus. These issues are explored further in
Chapters 4 and 5.

Together these various influences have a substantial effect upon the
teacher’s willingness to engage with language-related issues, and upon
the capacity for ‘reflection-on-action’ and ‘reflection-in-action’ (Schon,
1983), as well as on the feasibility of each teacher’s personal engagement
with and reflection on language-related issues in their teaching. Figure 3
illustrates the major interacting influences on TLA in pedagogical prac-
tice: the procedural dimension of TLA. It should be noted, however, that
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within each individual teacher, these factors will interact in a variety of
ways, with differing consequences. Just as the precise combination of
factors may vary from individual to individual, so one should not expect
the interaction of the factors to be stable and constant for each teacher
on every occasion. Attitudinal and contextual factors may well differ
from day to day, and even from class to class. Even the impact of pro-
fessional factors such as explicit knowledge of grammar may vary to a
certain extent, depending on the particular grammatical structure.

To analyse the impact of TLA on pedagogical practice, the simplest
way is to itemise the range of grammar-related tasks that the teacher
might perform with the intention of facilitating learning, since each of
these tasks is potentially affected by the quality of that teacher’s language
awareness. The major pre-lesson task in which TLA plays a part involves
analysing the grammatical area from the learner and learning perspec-
tives. TLA affects the teacher’s ability to identify the key features of the
grammar area for learning and to make them salient within the prepared
input. It also affects the teacher’s ability to specify the most appropriate
learning objectives, and to select materials and tasks which are most
likely to serve those objectives, ensuring that they are appropriate in
terms of the learners’ age, previous learning and present stage of inter-
lingual development, and that they serve the desired learning outcomes.

Table 1 (adapted from Andrews, 1999b) summarises the influences
exerted by a number of different factors, singly or in combination, on
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Figure 3: Key influences on the operation of TLA (modified from Andrews,
1999b; 2001)
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Table 1: The impact of TLA on lesson preparation – influential factors

Influences upon the impact of TLA on 
lesson preparation

Influential Positive Negative
factors

Contextual Teacher feels he/she has, Teacher feels he/she has
factors e.g., sufficient time for limited chances to 
(e.g. time/ lesson preparation, and engage with language-
syllabus) sufficient freedom/ related issues before 

control over content of lesson because of, e.g.,  
teaching to engage fully lack of time and/or 
with language-related lack of personal control  
issues of lesson before over content of lesson.  
entering classroom. Teacher views students
Teacher views students as as unco-operative and/
co-operative/responsive. or unresponsive.

Attitudinal Teacher is interested in Teacher finds language-
factors (e.g. language-related issues related issues 
interest/ and considers it uninteresting and  
confidence) important to engage perceives no need to  

with them personally engage with them 
and directly. Teacher personally and directly. 
has confidence in own Teacher lacks 
explicit grammar confidence in own 
knowledge, and explicit grammar 
communicative language knowledge and 
ability. Teacher is also communicative language
confident about ability and may be 
assuming responsibility frightened by grammar. 
for shaping the language- As a result, teacher 
related content of the may adopt avoidance  
lesson. strategies, such as

abdicating language
content responsibility

to textbooks. 

Professional Teacher has good Teacher has limited 
factors (e.g. explicit grammar explicit grammar know-
knowledge/ knowledge, good ledge, and/or weak-
experience) communicative nesses in communica-

language ability and is tive language ability. 
aware of the importance Teacher has limited 
of the learner perspective awareness of language
on language-related from the learner 
issues. Teacher also has perspective, and limited



the potential impact of TLA on the preparation of lessons. The table
distinguishes between the positive and negative impacts of each influen-
tial factor. However, as the arrows indicate, the influence of each factor
is a matter of degree, with the descriptors outlining the opposite
extremes.

Within the classroom, as suggested in 2.4 and 2.5 above, TLA has
the potential to exert a profound influence upon the teacher’s perform-
ance of a range of tasks. These tasks include (i) mediating what is
made available to learners as input; (ii) making salient the key gram-
matical features within that input; (iii) providing exemplification,
clarification and feedback, as appropriate; (iv) monitoring students’
output; (v) monitoring one’s own output; (vi) helping the students to
make useful generalisations based upon the input; and (vii) limiting the
potential sources of learner confusion in the input; while all the time
(viii) reflecting on the potential impact of all such mediation on the
learners’ understanding.
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Table 1: (cont.)

Influences upon the impact of TLA on 
lesson preparation

Influential Positive Negative
factors

positive previous and/or negative previous 
experiences of grammar experiences of grammar
teaching. These factors teaching. Any one or 
combine to inform more of these can have 
pre-lesson reflections a potentially negative
about language-related impact on pre-lesson
issues, and therefore to reflections and language-
influence language- related aspects of 
related aspects of preparation, e.g.
preparation, e.g.
1 Identifying key 1 Identifying key

features for learning features for learning
2 Making them salient 2 Making them salient

in prepared input in prepared input 
3 Matching practice 3 Matching practice

tasks to learners’ tasks to learners’ 
level and lesson level and lesson
objectives objectives



Careful preparation can, to some extent, help the teacher to meet these
challenges. However, in the classroom, many of these tasks need to be
performed spontaneously and in ‘real time’. This means that effective
operation of the procedural dimension of TLA involves a variety of per-
sonal qualities: vision, perception, sensitivity and reflectiveness. It also
demands alertness and quick thinking, ease of access to the subject-
matter knowledge base, a good level of communicative language ability
and constant awareness of the learner. The experiences of both Karen
and Rose (discussed in 2.2 above) illustrate the difficulties experienced
by many teachers confronted with such demands. Although Karen and
Rose are non-native-speaker (NNS) teachers of English, the challenges
of TLA apply to NS (native-speaker) as well as NNS teachers, as dis-
cussed further in Chapter 7. 
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Table 2: The impact of TLA in the classroom

Impact of TLA in the classroom

Positive Negative

Teacher acts as a bridge Teacher does little or nothing
between the language content to act as a bridge / make salient
of the materials and the the key features of the grammar
learners, making salient the area (e.g. doesn’t go beyond the
key features of the grammar language content as presented 
area. in the materials).

Teacher ‘filters’ the content of Teacher is unwilling/unable to
published materials and ‘filter’ content. As a result,
notices/avoids potential teacher may overlook or accept
pitfalls. misconceptions and/or 

inaccuracies in materials.

Teacher ‘filters’ own classroom Teacher does not appear to
output (spoken and written) ‘filter’ own classroom output
to ensure that it is (spoken and/or written). As a

result, teacher’s output may be
1 structurally accurate 1 structurally inaccurate
2 functionally appropriate 2 functionally inappropriate
3 clearly expressed 3 confusingly expressed
4 pitched at the learners’ level 4 pitched at an inappropriate

level for the learners
5 an adequate basis for learner 5 an inadequate basis for

generalisations learner generalisations

Teacher ‘filters’ learner output Teacher’s mediation of learner
(as appropriate in the context output in form-focused activity



Table 2 (from Andrews, 2001) summarises the potential impact of
TLA, positive and negative, upon pedagogical practice. As in Table 1,
the descriptors outline the opposite extremes, when each potential
impact is in fact a matter of degree.

2.7 Conclusion

Teacher Language Awareness is an area of growing concern to language
educators and to those attempting to set professional standards for L2

Table 2: (cont.)

Impact of TLA in the classroom

Positive Negative

of form-focused activity). is inadequate. As a result, 
Mediation takes the learners’ incorrect learner output may be
perspective into account and is ignored, the learners’ 

perspective may not be taken  
into account and teacher  

mediation may be
1 correct, precise and intelligible 1 incorrect, imprecise and/or

unintelligible
2 structurally accurate 2 structurally inaccurate
3 functionally appropriate 3 functionally inappropriate
4 pitched at the learners’ level 4 pitched at an inappropriate

level for the learners
5 an adequate basis for learner 5 an inadequate basis for 

generalisations learner generalisations

Teacher is able to operate ‘filter’ Teacher has difficulty in
in ‘real time’, reacting operating ‘filter’ in ‘real time’,
spontaneously and constructively and in reacting spontaneously
to issues of language content as and constructively to issues of 
they arise in class. language content as they araise 

in class.

Teacher is able to employ Teacher’s use of metalanguage
metalanguage to support to support learning is incorrect
learning correctly and and/or inappropriate (e.g. 
appropriately excessive, or at a level beyond

the learners’ comprehension).
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teachers. However, when concerns are expressed about L2 teachers’
knowledge of/about language and reference is made to their language
awareness, it seems to be assumed that there is a clear and shared under-
standing of what the term means. The view underlying the present
chapter, however, is that TLA is often discussed in ways that overlook its
complexity. In this chapter, therefore, an attempt has been made to
analyse what TLA is, and to examine its impact on pedagogical practice.
During the discussion, the following points have been noted:

• the central importance of subject-matter knowledge in any teacher’s
language awareness;

• the complexity of TLA, and its association with the close interrela-
tionship between any teacher’s subject-matter knowledge and lan-
guage proficiency, particularly when the L2 is both the content and
medium of instruction;

• the importance within TLA of the teacher’s awareness of language
from the learner’s perspective;

• the relationship between TLA and the broader, more generic construct
‘pedagogical content knowledge’, of which TLA may be seen as a sub-
component;

• the importance of the declarative and procedural dimensions of TLA
(i.e. the possession of subject-matter knowledge and the use the
teacher makes of that knowledge);

• the relevance of TLA to all three options in language teaching dis-
cussed by Long and Robinson (1998): ‘focus on formS’, ‘focus on
form’ and ‘focus on meaning’, with TLA viewed as being especially
important when either of the first two options are employed, but also
having the potential to impact on a teacher’s effectiveness even when
the ‘focus-on-meaning’ option has been selected;

• the positive and negative ways in which TLA may affect teacher
behaviour;

• the influential role of TLA in the teacher’s mediation of language input
that is made available to learners in the classroom: the language con-
tained in materials, the language produced by other learners and the
language produced by the teacher;

• the factors that affect the application of TLA in pedagogical practice:
language-related factors (the quality of a teacher’s subject-matter
knowledge and language proficiency); awareness of the learner; other
‘professional’ factors such as the teacher’s beliefs about grammar and
experience of teaching grammar; ‘attitudinal’ factors (for instance,
self-confidence or lack of confidence about grammar, and readiness to
engage seriously with content-related issues); and the teacher’s per-
ception of and response to ‘contextual’ factors in the work situation;
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• how these factors might affect the impact of TLA on lesson preparation;
• the potential impact of TLA upon pedagogical practice.

The impact of TLA on pedagogical practice will be examined in greater
detail in Chapter 5. In the meantime, the next chapter revisits a topic dis-
cussed briefly in chapter 1: the relationship between TLA, the centuries-
old debate about the role and usefulness of explicit grammar teaching,
and the more recent debate about the scope and nature of grammar.
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Questions for discussion and reflection

1) How does a teacher’s language awareness differ from his/her lan-
guage proficiency? How are they interconnected in L2 teaching?

2) How far is it feasible to be aware of learner language develop-
ment when you are dealing with a whole class? In your own
teaching, can you think of a recent example when your (lack of)
awareness of learner language development affected your han-
dling of grammar?

3) What is the difference between the declarative and the procedural
dimensions of Teacher Language Awareness? Why is the differ-
ence important?

4) Which of Long and Robinson’s three ‘options in language teach-
ing’ best describes the approach to L2 pedagogy that you are most
familiar with? To what extent do you think TLA plays a role in
the effective implementation of that approach?

5) Can you think of any examples from your recent teaching where
your language awareness led you to make specific decisions
about

• your handling of language content in materials?
• your treatment of language produced by learners?
• the structuring of your own classroom utterances?

With hindsight, do you think you made appropriate decisions? If
not, why not?

6) How might contextual factors affect the application of the individ-
ual teacher’s language awareness in pedagogical practice? In your
own teaching situation, which contextual factors are most impor-
tant, and what is their impact on TLA in practice?



3 TLA and the ‘grammar debate’

3.1 Introduction

Chapter 1 spoke of the growing interest in Language Awareness since the
1980s and of the various attempts to develop ways of improving the lan-
guage awareness of both learners and teachers. This interest and the edu-
cational initiatives associated with it are based upon a belief in the value
of explicit knowledge about the formal aspects of the language: the lan-
guage systems. Not surprisingly, therefore, a book with the title Teacher
Language Awareness is already taking a position on one of the major
issues in L2 education over the years: the explicit/implicit knowledge
dichotomy (see 1.4). However, it should not be assumed that the case for
learners’ needing explicit knowledge of language is open and shut: that
issue and the role of form-focused teaching (see 2.4) have been keenly
debated subjects over the years.

Whatever the individual teacher’s cognitions about such issues, the
earlier discussion suggested that they are among the professional factors
that affect that teacher’s language awareness in pedagogical practice, i.e.
the procedural dimension of TLA. In addition, the views on these issues
prevailing in the time and place in which the L2 teacher is working exert
a profound influence on contextual factors such as the syllabus and
teaching materials, which also affect the operation of that teacher’s lan-
guage awareness in the language classroom (as illustrated in Chapter 2,
Figure 3). The role of form-focused instruction is not, however, the only
aspect of the ‘grammar debate’ of relevance to the L2 teacher. Of equal
importance are the changing views about grammar itself, the scope of
grammar and what should be included in the description, and therefore
potentially in the teaching and learning, of grammar. In the present
chapter, these various issues and the debates surrounding them will be
examined, together with the implications for TLA.

The chapter begins by outlining the history of the debate about the
importance of grammar in language teaching and the role of form-focused
instruction, focusing particularly on the challenges to that role that have
emerged in the past 30 to 40 years. The chapter then examines the ratio-
nale behind those challenges, before going on to reassess the value and the
role of form-focused instruction in the light of Second Language
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Acquisition (SLA) theory and research. The discussion then turns to
another aspect of the ‘grammar debate’, concerning the scope of grammar
and what should be included in any description of the grammar of a lan-
guage, before considering the implications for TLA of these issues and of
the insights emerging from these different aspects of the ‘grammar debate’.

3.2 The history of form-focused instruction

As outlined in 1.6 above, grammar, and a focus on language forms, have
been at the heart of language teaching for hundreds of years. According
to Howatt (1984:32), in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries
‘[y]oung children arrived at the grammar school at about the age of
eight . . . and were immediately force-fed with a diet of unrelenting
Latin grammar rules and definitions’. However, explicit teaching of
grammar was not the only language instruction strategy employed by
the grammar schools. As Hawkins (1994) has noted, up until the sev-
enteenth century, immersion learning of Latin outside the classroom
also played a significant role in the language learning experience of
pupils in such schools. Hawkins cites the charter of King James
Grammar School in Knaresborough, North Yorkshire, which stipulated
that ‘after three years in the school, any boy caught using English, even
in the playground, was to be beaten by the Headmaster’ (1994:111).
Also, as Roberts (1998:146) emphasises, traditional grammar ‘has
rarely, if ever, served as an object of study for its own sake; rather, it has
been used as a tool intended to facilitate practical but accurate mastery
of the mother tongue and of foreign languages’. In the Tudor grammar
schools, for example, Latin was being learned as a vocational subject,
preparing students for service to the church and state.

The debate about the centrality of the role of grammar in language
teaching is as old as language teaching itself. Kelly (1969) notes that 

since the beginning of language teaching the manner of learning
the syntax and flexions of language has been disputed. Accepted
methods have ranged from the inductive, by which the pupil
himself [sic] arrives at rules from examples, to the deductive,
whereby one proceeds from rules to a knowledge of the language.
At all periods of language teaching both have existed, but never on
an equal footing. Inductive methods were most fashionable during
the late Renaissance and early twentieth century, while deductive
approaches reached their greatest development during the late
Middle Ages and the eighteenth century.

(Kelly, 1969:34, cited in Rutherford, 1987:34)
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As Kelly points out, arguments about the value of explicit grammar-
based language teaching go back several centuries, with the deductive
pedagogy of the Middle Ages being challenged by the ideas of such
innovators as Ascham (1515–68), Webbe (c.1560–1633) and Comenius
(1592–1670). Of these, Webbe’s views were the most extreme: Howatt
describes how Webbe dispensed with grammar completely, stating that ‘no
man can run speedily to the mark of language that is shackled and ingiv’d
with grammar precepts’ (Webbe, 1622, cited in Howatt, 1984:34).
Comenius, too, is often referred to as an advocate of an anti-grammar
viewpoint, because of statements like ‘All languages are easier to learn by
practice than from rules.’ However, as Stern (1983:78) points out, such
statements should be treated with caution, since ‘this proposition . . .
is . . . followed by another less frequently quoted statement “But rules
assist and strengthen the knowledge derived from practice” ’. In fact, lan-
guage teaching during the Renaissance was characterised by a range of
positions on the role of grammar. According to Roberts (1998), while
there were a number of teachers who, in reaction against the grammar-
oriented traditionalists, advocated, like Webbe, the ‘total abandonment of
overt reference to grammar’ (1998:147), there were others who sought a
middle path, combining deductive and inductive approaches (i.e. focusing
on explicit and implicit knowledge) in their teaching.

The debate about the importance of grammar in language teaching and
the role of form-focused instruction has continued on and off ever since,
with the different viewpoints in many ways paralleling those of earlier
times. In the nineteenth century, for example, the Grammar-Translation
method (firmly established in the grammar schools as the favoured
approach for foreign-language teaching) had much in common with the
way classical languages had been taught in the past; the late-nineteenth-
century ‘Reform Movement’, with its text-based inductive approach to
the teaching of grammar, had similarities with Ascham’s inductive
grammar; while the various ‘natural methods’ of the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries (often collectively described as Direct Method),
with their advocacy of learning via assimilation and interaction, reflected
many of the ideas expressed by Webbe 250 years earlier.

In the twentieth century and into the twenty-first, too, the debate has
gone on, against a background of increased interest in research and ‘the
scientific study of language problems’ (Stern, 1983:103). In Britain the
first divisions between ELT and foreign-language teaching became
apparent, with the monolingual approach of the Direct Method becom-
ing the consensus in ELT, while Grammar-Translation continued to hold
sway in the teaching of most other languages. The role of grammar was
still seen as central to L2 teaching – although several of Palmer’s ideas,
such as his ‘subconscious assimilation’ (1917), foreshadowed Krashen’s
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Monitor Model – and as late as the 1950s and 1960s, the differences
with regard to grammar centred much more upon how it should be
taught than on whether it should be taught. Thus, for example, while
Hornby’s ‘Situational Approach’ (1950), the audiolingual approach (see,
e.g., Brooks, 1964) and the cognitive code learning theory (as outlined,
for instance, by Chastain, 1971) may have differed significantly in their
recommended treatment of grammar and as to whether rules should be
taught inductively or deductively, none of them denied the importance
of form-focused instruction. The audio-lingual approach, for instance,
may have been essentially inductive, but it was nevertheless based upon
a structural syllabus, with sentence patterns taught one by one (the ‘accu-
mulated entities’ approach referred to in 2.4 above), it concentrated on
promoting accuracy of production through the repeated practice of each
new sentence pattern and it even allowed for a brief summary of the rule
once learners had practised the pattern.

More recently, within the range of approaches emerging in the era of
the Communicative ‘movement’, grammar has passed through a period
in which its importance as the central focus for instruction has been chal-
lenged perhaps more fundamentally than at any time before. This has
been partly caused by the ‘switch of attention from teaching the language
system to teaching the language as communication’ (Howatt, 1984:277),
as mentioned in Chapter 1. But it is also, as Ellis (1992:37) points out,
the result of a shift in our approach to language teaching pedagogy: ‘The
starting point, which was once “What does the target language consist of
and how do I teach it?” has become “How do learners acquire a second
language and what do I have to do to facilitate it?” ’ Ellis quotes Corder’s
explicit summary of this change in perspective: ‘Efficient foreign language
teaching must work with rather than against natural processes, facilitate
rather than impede learning. Teachers and teaching materials must adapt
to the learner rather than vice-versa’ (Corder, 1976, quoted in Ellis,
1992:37). The effect of statements like Corder’s has been to encourage a
great deal of thinking about and research into the role of the classroom
as a setting within which opportunities for learning are provided rather
than as a place where language (grammar) is formally taught.

However, it would be misleading to imply that there has been a consis-
tent view of the role of form-focused instruction among those claiming to
espouse a Communicative Approach to language teaching, or that
grammar has been sidelined by the majority of L2 teachers since the
1970s. While teachers adopting what Howatt (1984:286) characterises as
the ‘strong’ interpretation of CLT (i.e. the ‘focus-on-meaning’ and ‘focus-
on-form’ options outlined in Chapter 2) may have de-emphasised the
importance of grammar in their classrooms, form-focused instruction has
certainly retained a role in the classrooms of those teachers who use a
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‘weak’ form of CLT. According to Littlewood (1981:10), form-focused
activities can be a starting-point for meaning-focused (i.e. communicative)
activities: ‘Structural practice may still be a useful tool, especially when
the teacher wishes to focus attention sharply and unambiguously on an
important feature of the structural system.’ Even with somewhat more
radical versions of the communicative approach, such as those advocating
a ‘deep-end’ strategy (e.g., Brumfit, 1978; Johnson, 1980), where the
teaching sequence begins rather than ends with communicative activity,
there is still a place for form-focused presentation and practice of
grammar features which the learners have demonstrably failed to master.

In fact, in many classrooms (probably the majority in EFL contexts),
the prevailing approach corresponds to what Thornbury describes as
a very weak form of CLT (1998:110). In such classrooms, a commu-
nicative element has been absorbed into the conventional P-P-P
(Presentation-Practice-Production) model of teaching, so that (a) new
language is presented to learners in order to make the form and meaning
clear and memorable; (b) the learners engage in concentrated controlled
(and often mechanical) practice of the new language (possibly involving
an ‘information gap’) in order to ‘transfer what they know from short-
term to long-term memory’ (Ur, 1988:7); and (c) the learners participate
in simulated communication tasks ‘set up to provide opportunities for
the use of those forms which have been presented and practised in a con-
trolled manner’ (Ellis, 1992:102). Teaching manuals like Gower and
Walters (1983) justify concentrated controlled practice on the follow-
ing grounds: ‘Repetition practice helps to develop habits . . . habit-
formation is . . . a small, if essential, part of learning to communicate’
(p. 83). The rationale for such a view is no longer derived from behav-
iourist learning theory, as was asserted by some proponents of audio-
lingualism. Indeed, according to Skehan (1996:18), ‘The underlying
theory for a P-P-P approach has now been discredited. The belief that a
precise focus on a particular form leads to learning and automatisation
(that learners will learn what is taught in the order in which it is taught)
no longer carries much credibility in linguistics or psychology.’ However,
as noted in 1.4, alternative theoretical support for a P-P-P approach has
now been offered (e.g., by Johnson, 1996; DeKeyser, 1998), drawing on
skill-learning theory. Certainly, whatever the justification, the P-P-P
approach remains very popular with many teachers, pedagogical texts
such as Thornbury (1999) continue to advocate its inclusion among the
range of grammar teaching strategies available to the L2 teacher, and
major textbook series (see, for instance, Soars and Soars, 2006) are still
based to some extent on P-P-P.

Some of these variations in the classroom implementation of CLT
reflect the differences between the ESL and EFL contexts, and the role
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that form-focused instruction so frequently plays in the latter. The con-
straints on adopting a ‘strong’ form of CLT in EFL settings, alluded to
by Celce-Murcia, Dörnyei and Thurrell (1997; 1998) and Thornbury
(1998), are clearly outlined by Fotos (2002). In the same paper, Fotos
presents a case for the use of what she calls ‘structure-based commu-
nicative tasks’, which require learners to solve grammar problems
through meaning-focused interaction about the grammar structure. The
value she attributes to such tasks highlights the contrast between ESL
and EFL settings: in ESL settings, structure-based communication tasks
enable grammar instruction to be added to the communicative approach
typically employed, while in EFL settings, they add meaning-focused
language use to the form-focused pedagogic activities characteristic of
such settings (Fotos, 2002:142–3).

3.3 The challenges to form-focused instruction

As pointed out in Chapter 1, it is important to separate discussion of the
explicit/implicit knowledge distinction from the debate over the merits
of form-focused approaches to L2 pedagogy (i.e. explicit/deductive
grammar teaching) as opposed to more indirect (i.e. implicit/inductive)
approaches. The former tends to focus upon the nature of explicit and
implicit knowledge, the relationship between them and the significance
of each in relation to language acquisition and language performance.
The latter, meanwhile, centres on which pedagogical approach is most
likely to promote the development of the type(s) of knowledge consid-
ered desirable.

As 3.2 makes clear, ‘the major issue historically has been whether
grammar should be taught deductively or inductively’ (Roberts,
1998:146). Since the 1960s, however, the focus of the debate has under-
gone a subtle but significant change, largely as a consequence of
Chomsky’s suggestion that grammar is a property of mind rather than of
language, and his hypothesis that the child’s acquisition of its L1 is largely
the result of an innate language acquisition device (see, e.g., Chomsky
1968). This innateness hypothesis ‘holds that all normal newborn
humans are hard-wired for Universal Grammar and predisposed to learn
whatever natural language(s) they are exposed to in the course of their
cognitive development’ (Celce-Murcia, 2002:120). Chomsky’s theories
caused both linguists and psychologists to focus attention on the mental
properties involved in language use and language learning. This in turn
led to intense interest among applied linguists in investigating how learn-
ers acquire a second language and gave rise to the first serious research
into second language acquisition (SLA). Growing acceptance of the role
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of innate heuristics in L1 acquisition also led to a variety of pedagogical
approaches which, in different ways, sought to ‘work with rather than
against natural processes’ (Corder, 1976; see 3.2 above) and in particular
to replicate aspects of naturalistic language learning in young children.
As a result of such developments, the focus of the debate has widened to
incorporate such issues as the role of explicit knowledge in second lan-
guage acquisition and language performance, and whether there is an
interface between implicit and explicit knowledge (see 1.3).

In the latter part of the twentieth century, various opponents of form-
focused L2 instruction emerged. The first was probably Newmark, who,
in his 1966 paper ‘How not to interfere in language learning’ asserted
that classroom L2 learning would be much more effective if teachers
would stop ‘interfering’ in the learning process. In the early seventies,
Dulay and Burt developed the argument further, in a paper entitled
‘Should we teach children syntax?’ (1973), a question which they
answered in the negative. Dulay and Burt’s proposal was that ‘If children
were exposed to a natural communication situation, the “natural
processes” responsible for second language (L2) acquisition would be
activated and a resulting “natural order” of development occur’ (Ellis,
1992:53). The ideas of Corder (1976), referred to in 3.2 above, were also
a strong influence upon those who advocated abandoning formal
instruction.

In the eighties, the main opponents of form-focused instruction were
Krashen (1981; 1982) and Prabhu (1987). Krashen’s represents the more
extreme view. As discussed in Chapter 1, his so-called ‘non-interface’
position is that learning does not become acquisition. He therefore
rejects form-focused instruction ‘because it does not contribute to the
development of the kind of implicit knowledge needed for normal com-
munication’ (Ellis, 1994:653). According to Krashen, explicit knowledge
cannot be converted into implicit knowledge, however much form-
focused instruction is provided, and although such instruction may
promote the learning of explicit knowledge, the latter is seen as having
very limited use, for purposes of monitoring, and then only when the
learner has time to monitor his or her output. Krashen and Terrell’s
‘Natural Approach’ (1983) takes Krashen’s ideas as its theoretical ratio-
nale. According to Richards and Rodgers (2001), the Natural Approach
aims to conform to the naturalistic principles of successful acquisition of
the L2 rather than the Ll. There is therefore ‘an emphasis on exposure,
or input, rather than practice; optimising emotional preparedness for
learning; a prolonged period of attention to what the language learners
hear before they try to produce language; and a willingness to use written
and other materials as a source of comprehensible input’ (Richards and
Rodgers, 2001:179).
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Krashen’s view that ‘grammatical competence cannot be taught’ (Ellis,
1994:652) is not entirely shared by Prabhu (1987): according to Roberts
(1998), Prabhu’s position is rather more that ‘teaching formal grammar,
or teaching grammar formally, is neither necessary nor useful’ (Roberts,
1998:150). Prabhu’s Communicational Teaching Project in Bangalore
was set up to test the hypothesis that grammatical competence is
acquired most efficiently when learners are actively engaged in tasks
focused on meaning. In his 1987 book, Prabhu claims that ‘the develop-
ment of competence in a second language requires not systematisation
of language inputs or maximisation of planned practice, but rather the
creation of conditions in which learners engage in an effort to cope with
communication’ (p. 1). Systematising input and maximising form-
focused practice were therefore rejected because they ‘were regarded as
being unhelpful to the development of grammatical competence and
detrimental to the desired preoccupation with meaning in the classroom’
(ibid.). Not only do Krashen and Prabhu dismiss the value of planned
interventions by the teacher in the form of grammar-focused presenta-
tion and practice activities, but they also reject the role of unplanned
interventions through error correction. Meaning-focused feedback
is permissible, but language-focused error correction is seen as being
detrimental (Krashen, 1982).

As noted above, Prabhu’s approach is based upon the argument that
focusing learners’ attention on the meaning or content of a message
rather than its form is the best way of promoting the development of
grammatical competence. A similar principle underpinned the range of
content-based approaches to L2 education, which have had a consider-
able impact since they first emerged in the 1970s. These approaches,
which are, as Richards and Rodgers (2001) observe, commonly used
nowadays in many EFL and ESL settings, began with immersion pro-
grammes in Canada designed to enable English-speaking students to
acquire French. Since then they have been adopted extensively in differ-
ent forms in North America and Australia, and (arguably) in the English-
medium (EMI) schools in Hong Kong. In Immersion Education, the
regular school subjects are taught through the medium of the L2 rather
than the L1, in the belief that this will facilitate learning of the L2
without having a negative effect on either the development of the L1 or
the acquisition of the content (i.e. the skills and knowledge) of the other
subjects. The most salient characteristic of Immersion Education in rela-
tion to the present discussion is that, as Johnson (2001:179) observes,
‘the main focus of attention in the teaching is not on language but on the
other subjects in the curricula that are being taught through the FL’.

Underlying naturalistic approaches like Krashen and Terrell’s is the
belief that learners will develop grammatical competence if they are
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given enough exposure to it and experience with it. Therefore, it is
argued, form-focused instruction is not necessary: the learners’ innate
heuristics will do the job. Prabhu’s argument bears similarities: if learn-
ers are actively engaged in meaning-focused tasks, then the language
used in those tasks will be unconsciously absorbed, and grammatical
competence will result. In such approaches, there is no place for explicit
grammar teaching.

Although the evaluation of Prabhu’s project (Beretta and Davies,
1985) suggested that the approach had some benefits, naturalistic peda-
gogies nevertheless have their limitations. Approaches such as Krashen
and Terrell’s, for example, which depend on the right kinds of compre-
hensible input, have limited application in EFL settings, where it may be
difficult to guarantee a consistently high quality and large amount of in-
class input, and where opportunities for exposure to the target language
outside the classroom may be minimal. Krashen and Terrell’s ‘Natural
Approach’ is also targeted at beginners, aiming to bring them up to inter-
mediate level: another limitation of such approaches noted in the litera-
ture is that it is difficult for ‘naturalistic’ learners to attain the high levels
of grammatical competence required, for instance, in academic and pro-
fessional speaking and writing (Hinkel and Fotos, 2002).

Widdowson (1990:162) talks about the inefficiency of relying on nat-
uralistic processes, arguing that ‘the whole point of language pedagogy
is that it is a way of short-circuiting the slow process of natural discov-
ery and can make arrangements for learning to happen more easily and
more efficiently than it does in natural surroundings’. Meanwhile, in
relation to Immersion Education, Swain (1985) notes the inadequacies
of relying on comprehensible input to produce adequate development of
the L2, pointing out that the language ability of immersion students in
Canada, even after prolonged exposure to comprehensible input, was far
below that of their native-speaker counterparts. This led Swain and
others to argue that, in addition to input, output (i.e. the production of
language) is also essential to L2 acquisition (the so-called ‘output
hypothesis’).

As for approaches like Prabhu’s, it has been suggested they may result
in fossilisation and the development of classroom pidgins. Skehan
(1996), for example, observes that learners experiencing task-based
approaches of this kind may indeed develop fluency and strategies
enabling them to make the best use of the language they already
know. However, according to Skehan (1996:21), the deployment of
such strategies does not ‘provide an incentive for structural change
towards an interlanguage system with greater complexity’ and there-
fore does not result in ‘continued language growth and interlanguage
development’.
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3.4 The value and role of form-focused instruction

In relation to the question What is the value of form-focused instruc-
tion?, there is an ever-growing body of relevant research evidence from
SLA. Although the results of some studies are inconclusive or contradict
the results of others, a consensus nevertheless seems to have emerged,
based on SLA research, that form-focused instruction is of value. Long,
for instance, in his 1983 paper ‘Does second language instruction make
a difference?’, surveyed a range of early research studies in SLA and con-
cluded that, ‘[p]ut rather crudely, instruction is good for you, regardless
of your proficiency level, of the wider linguistic environment in which
you receive it, and of the type of test you are going to perform on’
(p. 379). Much more recently, a detailed statistical comparison of a large
number of studies of form-focused instruction reported broadly similar
findings (Norris and Ortega, 2001).

A decade on from Long’s initial survey of research on form-focused
instruction, Ellis, in his comprehensive review of SLA research (1994),
posed the similar question ‘Does formal instruction work?’ In attempt-
ing to shed light on this question (in which ‘formal’ can be taken as a
synonym for ‘form-focused’), Ellis distinguished four specific issues
which had been addressed by SLA researchers:

(a) whether learners receiving formal instruction achieve higher levels of
L2 proficiency than those who do not receive such instruction;

(b) whether formal instruction affects the accuracy with which learners
use specific language items/rules;

(c) whether formal instruction affects the order or sequence of acquisi-
tion; and

(d) whether the effects of formal instruction are lasting.

With regard to (a), Ellis concluded from his review of the relevant
research that there is fairly convincing evidence that L2 learners do
indeed progress most rapidly when they experience form-focused
instruction, provided that it is combined with communicative exposure
(see, e.g., Spada, 1986): foreign-language learners benefit by developing
greater communicative skills, and second language learners by develop-
ing greater linguistic accuracy (Ellis, 1994:616–17).

In relation to issue (b), Ellis (1994:623) concluded that there is enough
evidence to suggest that formal instruction can promote definite gains in
accuracy, provided that the structure is ‘simple’ (in that it does not
require mastery of complex processing operations), clearly related to a
specific function, and provided also that the formal instruction is exten-
sive and well planned (see, e.g., Pica, 1983, and Pienemann, 1984).
However, a key factor may be the leamer’s stage of development: if the
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learner is not yet developmentally ready to learn a particular structure,
formal instruction may not have an immediate effect (Pienemann, 1984).
It may, nevertheless, have a delayed effect, acting as an ‘acquisition
facilitator’ (Seliger, 1979), or ‘Advance Organiser’ (Ausubel, Novak and
Hanesian, 1978), by ‘in some ways [priming] the learner so that acqui-
sition becomes easier when she [sic] is ready to assimilate the new
material’ (Ellis, 1990:169).

Research relating to issue (c), and whether formal instruction can
affect the ‘natural order’ of acquisition, has indicated, for example, that
instructed learners progress along the sequence much faster than natu-
ralistic learners (see Ellis, 1989). There is also evidence that grammatical
features not subject to developmental constraints may be amenable to
instruction (Pienemann, 1984). In summarising the findings of these and
a number of other studies, Ellis points out that, as all the related research
has focused on implicit knowledge, it may be that explicit knowledge of
grammar rules is not acquired in a fixed order or sequence: ‘If . . . the
goal of grammar teaching is explicit knowledge rather than implicit
knowledge, it may not be necessary to take account of the learner’s stage
of development.’ Pienemann’s ‘teachability hypothesis’, which predicts
that ‘instruction can only promote language acquisition if the interlan-
guage is close to the point when the structure to be taught is acquired in
the natural setting’ (Pienemann, 1985:37) may, according to Ellis
(1994:635–6), be relevant only for grammar instruction targeted at the
development of implicit knowledge.

As for (d), and the durability of the effects of formal instruction, the
evidence appears inconclusive. As Doughty and Williams (1998:252)
point out, ‘The studies that have thus far demonstrated long-term effects
have generally had two characteristics: (1) They have integrated atten-
tion to meaning and attention to form, and (2) focus on form continues
beyond a short, isolated treatment period.’ Ellis concludes from his own
review of such studies that ‘for the effects of the instruction to be lasting,
learners need subsequent and possibly continuous access to communica-
tion that utilises the features that have been taught’ (1994:637).

At the moment, therefore, the consensus seems to be that formal
instruction does work. The question which then arises is which kind of
formal instruction works best, i.e. What role should form-focused instruc-
tion play in L2 pedagogy? Long (1991:47) distinguishes between two
possible roles: focusing on forms (isolating language forms to teach and
test one at a time) and focusing on form. The latter refers to teaching that
alternates ‘in some principled way between a focus on meaning and a
focus on form’, as where, for example, teaching follows a task-based syl-
labus, but learners focus on specific formal features while carrying out
communicative activities (see the discussion of ‘focus on formS’ and ‘focus
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on form’ in 2.4). Studies such as Doughty (1991) suggest that there are
distinct learning advantages in a ‘focus-on-form’ approach, while
Lightbown and Spada (1990) reveal the role that corrective feedback can
play in promoting L2 acquisition as part of a ‘focus-on-form’ approach,
provided that it occurs in response to naturally occurring errors or in the
context of the learners’ attempts to communicate.

Ellis (2002b) presents a persuasive argument in support of form-
focused instruction of some kind. His case is based in part on SLA
research evidence such as that summarised above. Unlike Long, however,
he sees potential value in a ‘focus-on-formS’ dimension in L2 pedagogy,
provided that it is understood that the objective of such teaching is
explicit knowledge, and with no expectation of accurate production of
the forms taught. Ellis claims that there are strong grounds for support-
ing form-focused instruction from both a learner and a pedagogical per-
spective: many learners, particularly those above a certain age, expect
grammar to be part of the curriculum, while, from a pedagogical point
of view, incorporating a structural syllabus within a L2 curriculum helps
to ensure systematic coverage of the grammar of the language in a way
which is not possible within a purely task-based or theme-based syllabus.
At the same time, however, Ellis suggests that the cognitive view under-
lying much current SLA theory requires us, as noted above, to modify
the goals of form-focused instruction, which should aim at promoting
learner awareness of the target grammar rule rather than the ability to
produce the target language with total accuracy. This awareness (‘notic-
ing’) should also include the learner noticing the difference between
his/her current interlanguage rule and the target language rule (see, e.g.,
Schmidt, 1990).

Ellis (2002b; 2003) outlines alternative options for relating the two
essential components of the L2 curriculum: the ‘message’ (i.e. meaning)
focus and the ‘code’ (i.e. form) focus.1 Ellis (2002b) labels his two
options the ‘integrated option’ – essentially Long’s ‘focus on form’ – and
the ‘parallel’ option (Ellis, 2003, talks of an ‘integrated approach’ and a
‘modular approach’). The ‘parallel’ or ‘modular’ approach proposes a
language curriculum with two components: the main one, a syllabus con-
sisting of communicative tasks, and a smaller component consisting of a
systematically organised structural syllabus. Ellis suggests that these two
components do not need to be integrated within the curriculum: inte-
gration is something that needs to be achieved internally by the individ-
ual learner in relation to his/her own internal syllabus. He proposes that
the proportion of time spent on each component would change as the
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learners’ proficiency develops: elementary students would spend all their
time on communicative tasks (mainly receptive at first); form-focused
tasks would begin at the intermediate stage and assume increasing
importance, finally taking up roughly half the time at an advanced level.

Meanwhile, within Task-based Language Teaching (TBLT), which has
been increasingly adopted (in name at least) as the model upon which
educational institutions/systems and publishers base the planning of
their L2 English courses, the place of a ‘focus on form’ remains contro-
versial (Nunan, 2004). As we saw earlier, there have been those (such as
Prabhu) who have advocated a ‘strong’ version of TBLT, in which focus-
ing on form is seen as unnecessary. But there are a number of different
versions of TBLT, and, as Johnson (2001:194) notes, ‘Some differ sub-
stantially from Prabhu’s, often not being based so centrally on a parallel
with L1 acquisition.’ Increasingly, it seems that the consensus view of
those working within a TBLT paradigm favours some sort of ‘focus on
form’. This is the view expressed, for example, by Nunan (2004:111),
who presents the case for a ‘weak’ interpretation of TBLT, in which
focus-on-form activities, while not constituting tasks in their own right,
‘do have a place in any task-based instructional cycle’. From this per-
spective, the major challenge facing the designer of task-based syllabuses
or materials is not whether there is a place for a focus on form, but
rather where in the instructional cycle that focus should come: pre-task,
post-task or somewhere in the middle of the cycle (Richards, 2002;
Nunan, 2004).

These then are some of the views of the role that form-focused instruc-
tion might play in L2 pedagogy. As section 3.6 argues, it is the task of
the language-aware teacher to try to select the most appropriate way to
focus on form, given the nature of the learners, the context of teaching
and learning and the constraints affecting teaching within that context.
The choices made by the language-aware teacher should take account of
SLA theory and research. However, SLA theory and research represents
only one source of the subject-matter cognitions upon which pedagog-
ical judgements are based: the thinking L2 teacher should always
treat the hypotheses and findings that emerge with a healthy mixture of
interest and scepticism.

3.5 What is grammar?

The discussion so far in this chapter has focused upon changing per-
spectives on the role of form-focused instruction, with particular refer-
ence to the teaching and learning of grammar. However, this is not the
only direction that the ‘grammar debate’ has taken in recent years: there
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has also been considerable discussion of the scope of grammar, and what
should be included in any description of the grammar of a language. This
area of the ‘grammar debate’ also has potentially significant implications
for the TLA of the individual teacher.

Traditionally, descriptive grammar has focused specifically on the
rules that govern word formation (morphology) and sentence structure
(syntax) in a particular language. Such rules concern those changes
in word form that have grammatical significance (inflections) – such as
the -s and -ed word endings in She has arrived – and the way in which
the elements of any sentence (words, phrases and clauses) are assembled
and arranged, with, for instance, the rules of English syntax allowing the
sequence Has she arrived to indicate (depending on the punctuation) a
question or an exclamation, but not allowing the sequence *Has arrived
she. Because of this primary concern with the sentence (an element of
written language, identified by its punctuation), grammarians have con-
ventionally concentrated on describing the forms and structures of the
written language, rather than of speech. The teaching of language has
also generally followed this lead, with textbooks and teachers tending to
place an emphasis on helping students to produce well-formed sentences,
often to the extent of requiring oral responses to be in complete sentences
rather than in a form more characteristic of natural conversation.

In the past few years, however, these traditional views of grammar
have been challenged and broadened in a variety of ways, many of them
resulting from advances in technology which have made it possible to
record and analyse large collections (corpora) of naturally occurring
texts, spoken as well as written. One such challenge to our traditional
conceptualisation of grammar, and of what should be included in a
description of the grammar of a language, concerns the relationship
between grammar and other levels of language, particularly lexis and dis-
course. The analysis of discourse – ‘the patterns of language used beyond
the level of the sentence or beyond the individual speaking turn’ (Carter
and McCarthy, 2006:8) – has received considerable attention in recent
years, posing a major challenge to our conventional grammar-based view
of language. Nunan (1999), for example, goes so far as to suggest that
we need to reverse the way in which we normally view the relationship
between grammar and discourse, by giving priority to discourse, and
looking at grammatical features within their context of occurrence:
‘Grammar and discourse are tied together in a fundamentally hierarch-
ical relationship with lower-order grammatical choices being driven by
higher-order discoursal ones’ (p. 99).

This discourse-driven view of language has specifically drawn our
attention to the way in which grammatical choices are influenced by
knowledge of context (the situation in which a sentence or utterance is
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produced, including the participants and topic) and co-text (the text
that precedes and is likely to follow a sentence or utterance) rather than
being the result of sentence-internal considerations (see, e.g., Celce-
Murcia, 2002, for further discussion). For instance, the use of articles
(i.e. making the choice between a(n), the and zero article) is often deter-
mined by considerations beyond the sentence. Similarly, the decision to
use passive rather than active voice in a particular sentence is not arbi-
trary, nor is it generally the result of factors internal to that sentence: it
is much more likely to be motivated by discourse considerations such as
the tendency in English to put given information (information treated
by the speaker as if it is already known to the hearer) at the beginning
of a sentence and new information at the end. The latter is the sort of
insight of which Rose and her colleagues (Chapter 2, Snapshot 3) were
apparently unaware.

Among the potential implications for L2 pedagogy emerging from dis-
course analysis is the need to incorporate a focus on cohesion and coher-
ence. Cohesion is a property of the text itself, and refers to the ways in
which grammatical (and lexical) links across sentences or utterances
create connected text. Examples of grammatical linking devices in
English include pronoun reference, substitution, ellipsis and linking
adjuncts. Coherence, on the other hand, is not so much a property of the
text, but rather ‘of the relation between the text and its context, and
between the writer and reader (or speaker and listener)’ (Thornbury,
2006:32). A text is coherent when it ‘hangs together’ and makes sense
(McCarthy, 1991), because it exhibits such features as a consistent topic,
a logical relation between the sentences and relevance to context.

The reconceptualisation of the relationship between grammar and
lexis can be attributed in part to the insights of linguists such as Halliday
(see, e.g., Halliday, 2004), who argue that the vocabulary of any lan-
guage forms one part of that language’s grammar or, to use Halliday’s
term, its ‘lexicogrammar’. According to Halliday (2004:2), ‘The lexi-
cogrammar of a language consists of a vast network of choices, through
which the language construes its meanings.’ Some of these choices, as
Halliday points out, are very general (for instance, ‘singular’ or ‘plural’)
and are linked to the selection of particular grammatical forms. Others
are more specific, associated with particular domains of meaning and
typically expressed lexically – such as the choice between ‘lecture’,
‘seminar’, ‘tutorial’ and ‘workshop’ to describe an interaction in the
academic context.

Technology has played a significant role in this reconceptualisation, in
that it has shed light on the patterned relationship between lexis and
grammar and highlighted hitherto unrecorded instances of that relation-
ship. Corpus linguistics, involving the use of computers to analyse
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corpora of texts, has helped to reveal not only the most frequent collo-
cations of a word, but also how words entail grammatical choices
and vice versa. As Biber et al. (1999:13) note, ‘Analysis of real texts
shows . . . that most syntactic structures tend to have an associated set
of words or phrases that are frequently used with them.’ Carter and
McCarthy (2006), for example, describe how computer-assisted research
has shown that the pattern of about twenty verbs in English involves the
verb being followed by the preposition by and an -ing clause, and that
most of these verbs fall into two groups: one meaning ‘start’ or ‘finish’
and the other ‘respond to’ or ‘compensate for’ something. Carter and
McCarthy (2006:8) note that ‘Experienced users of English recognize
such patterns intuitively but it is often only when computer analysis
demonstrates the patterns across many examples of use that they are
fully acknowledged.’

Another aspect of our changed understanding of the grammar/lexis
relationship, supported by insights from corpus linguistics, and again
raising issues regarding what to include in a description of grammar, is
the growing recognition of the importance, in language acquisition and
language use, of prefabricated or formulaic multi-word units. Lewis
(1993), for example, refers to polywords (short phrases recurring fre-
quently without variation), collocations and what he labels ‘institution-
alised expressions’ (such as sentence heads, or even complete sentences),
with the last of these performing a primarily pragmatic function. It has
been pointed out (by, e.g., Pawley and Syder, 1983; Nattinger and
DeCarrico, 1992) that prefabricated patterns of different sorts form a
major part of everyday conversation. The use of such patterns promotes
the fluency of spoken communication by removing the need to generate
each utterance from scratch, thereby saving on the time required for
planning.

Corpus linguistics has played an especially important role in revealing
characteristics of spoken language. The analysis of spoken texts has
revealed a number of distinctive features of the grammar of everyday
conversation. Leech (2000), for example, notes the following character-
istics of spoken grammar:

(a) loose, relatively unintegrated structure with a very wide-
ranging use of independent non-clausal (‘fragmentary’) units;

(b) the inappropriateness of the sentence to the analysis of spoken
grammar;

(c) simplicity of phrase structure (particularly of noun phrases);
(d) repetitive use of a restricted lexicogrammatical repertoire;
(e) grammatical features reflecting interactiveness and on-line

processing constraints’

(Leech, 2000:676)
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Carter and McCarthy (2006), discussing certain specific features of
spoken grammar, argue that for some there is no appropriate metalan-
guage. For instance, they point to the role in spoken language of what
they label ‘headers’ and ‘tails’: ‘headers’ referring to the fronting of a
clause element in order to highlight or thematise it (The white house on
the corner, is that where she lives?), and ‘tails’ referring to an element
following the clause, often a full noun phrase clarifying the reference of
a pronoun in the preceding clause (He’s amazingly clever, that dog of
theirs) (Carter and McCarthy, 2006:193–4). Existing labels for such
grammatical phenomena, which also occur in written English, are inap-
propriate for spoken grammar, according to Carter and McCarthy,
because they use terms like ‘left-’ and ‘right-dislocation’: such terms ‘are
metaphors of the space on a typically western, written page. Spoken lan-
guage exists in time, not space’ (2006:193).

Insights into the spoken grammar of English are greatly enriching our
understanding of the language and how it is actually used in spoken com-
munication. At the same time, however, they have provoked debate
among linguists, in particular regarding ‘the differentness and sameness
of spoken versus written grammar’ (Leech, 2000:687). Some writers,
according to Leech (2000), emphasise the differentness of spoken
grammar, and the need for a totally different grammatical model from
those traditionally applied to written language, while others (albeit
acknowledging the marked differences of frequency in the way grammar
is used in speech and writing) argue for the underlying sameness of
spoken and written grammar. Insights from corpus linguistics also
provoke debate among applied linguists, particularly about the extent to
which such insights are of direct relevance to the teaching of language.
The relevance of the findings from corpus-based research is clearly an
issue with potential implications for L2 teachers. This will be discussed
in the following section.

3.6 The implications for TLA

Given our present level of understanding of the processes of SLA, in par-
ticular as they relate to grammar, and of the nature and scope of
grammar, what are the implications for the individual teacher’s language
awareness? Larsen-Freeman (2002:104) observes that ‘teachers teach
subject matter the way that they conceptualise it’: as far as SLA theory
and research are concerned, one of the main impacts upon the individ-
ual L2 teacher should therefore presumably be upon that teacher’s
subject-matter cognitions, prompting in particular a reconceptualisation
of the objectives of form-focused instruction in light of what we now
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know to be achievable in language pedagogy. It may be wise to be scep-
tical, but as teachers we need to be aware, and to adjust our views if the
evidence demands it. In the research referred to earlier, there is plenty of
evidence, for example, that learners do not acquire grammar in a simple
linear sequence, learning each grammatical feature perfectly, one at a
time. Instead, they learn numerous features imperfectly all at once.
Language acquisition, according to Nunan (1996:83), is an inherently
unstable, ‘organic’ process, ‘characterised by backsliding and plateaux,
as well as by progressions’. Therefore, the inclusion of a systematically
organised structural component in a language curriculum (as in Ellis’s
‘parallel option’ discussed above, for instance) can no longer be justified
in terms of enabling learners to achieve full and immediate control of the
targeted structure.

As Hinkel and Fotos (2002:6) note, ‘Many teachers and researchers
currently regard grammar instruction as “consciousness raising”.’ The
implications for teachers subscribing to such a view are that form-
focused pedagogy is not employed in anticipation of instantly accurate
production of the linguistic features taught. As teachers, we know that,
with some learners and some features of form, immediately successful
learning of that kind may seem to happen some of the time. But as a
general aim it represents an unrealistic expectation. A more realistic goal,
in the view of many, is to ensure that learners are fully aware of the target
linguistic features in the input. Such awareness is seen as setting up the
potential for each learner to notice the gap between his/her own language
use and target-like forms, thereby promoting the restructuring of each
learner’s internal grammar (or interlanguage) at a point when it is devel-
opmentally ready. Recognition that one of the main objectives of form-
focused instruction is raising learners’ awareness of a particular
linguistic feature by means of ‘input enhancement’ (Sharwood Smith,
1991) implies a key role for the teacher: both the selection of appropri-
ate ways to enhance input and the effectiveness with which the teacher
sets about the task of input enhancement will depend greatly on that
teacher’s language awareness (see 2.3).

SLA research has also helped to clarify some of the processes that are
said to be involved in the acquisition of new language, such as restruc-
turing (Richards, 2002). Restructuring is the term used by SLA
researchers to describe the process by which the reorganisation of each
learner’s underlying and developing language system occurs. According
to Richards (2002:43), ‘Restructuring is currently viewed as central to
the process of interlanguage development, accounting for the way in
which learners’ grammatical systems show evidence of ongoing revision
and expansion rather than progression in a simple linear order.’ As part
of an overall reconceptualisation of grammar as process rather than
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product (or, more accurately, as process and product), the language-
aware teacher needs to understand the nature of restructuring, to appre-
ciate its importance and to be sensitive to the ways in which the process
can be promoted (see Larsen-Freeman, 2003, for discussion of grammar
as process and of ‘grammaring’; see Thornbury, 2001a, for discussion of
restructuring and suggested pedagogical strategies to promote it).

Another implication for TLA to be drawn from the discussion in this
chapter is that thinking professional L2 teachers need to keep re-
evaluating their conceptualisations of subject-matter knowledge itself.
As we noted in 3.5, in relation to grammar, the present-day language-
aware teacher needs to take account of insights regarding, for instance,
the interrelationship between grammar, lexis and discourse, and infor-
mation about language use emerging from work in corpus linguistics.
However, insights such as those to be found in corpus-based descriptions
of language should not be absorbed uncritically into pedagogic practice.
As Widdowson (1991:20–1) observes: ‘Language prescriptions for the
inducement of learning cannot be based on a database. They cannot be
modeled on the description of externalised language, the frequency pro-
files of text analysis. Such analysis provides us with facts, hitherto
unknown, or ignored, but they do not of themselves carry any guaran-
tee of pedagogic relevance.’

The new thinking on grammar arising as a result of corpus-based
research in fact raises major issues of debate for teachers of language.
For instance, in relation to spoken grammar and L2 English:

• Does the spoken grammar of English need to be taught as a separate
topic, in addition to the written grammar?

• To what extent is it useful or feasible to try to teach learners of L2
English to use ‘headers’ and ‘tails’, or other common features of
speech such as ‘vague language’ (for instance, sort of, stuff, thing,
whatsit) and fillers (such as er and erm)?

• To what extent are features typical of English spoken grammar found
in the spoken variety of other languages, particularly the L1 of the
learner(s)? If they are found across languages, is it necessary to teach
such features of spoken English?

These and related issues all need to be considered very carefully by the
language-aware teacher. The form-focused pedagogical interventions,
both planned and spontaneous, of each L2 teacher will be influenced by
the extent to which that teacher has a critical awareness and an under-
standing of insights and issues concerning language(s) in general, the
target language in particular and the ways in which language is acquired,
and by the stance which the teacher adopts as a result of that (lack of)
awareness and understanding.
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If the teacher is language-aware, then (as suggested above) these
understandings and stances will regularly evolve as a result of on-going
reflection and re-evaluation. The quality of each teacher’s pedagogical
interventions will be heavily dependent on the nature of that teacher’s
cognitions about subject matter (including those just mentioned), as well
as on the factors of teacher attitude outlined in 2.6. In practice, however,
as noted previously, the way in which any teacher responds to these
issues may be significantly constrained by the contextual factors outlined
in 2.6 (Figure 3), including the textbook(s) available for the teacher’s use.
The impact of textbooks and teaching materials upon the procedural
dimension of TLA is among the issues discussed in Chapter 5.

3.7 Conclusion

The present chapter has endeavoured to outline some of the major issues
relating to grammar and its role in L2 pedagogy. In the course of the dis-
cussion, we have noted the following:

• The debate about the importance of grammar in language teaching
and the role of form-focused instruction has a long history; although
the nature of the arguments has evolved over the centuries, the debate
has gone on;

• In recent years, that debate has been informed by the evidence from
an ever-increasing number of SLA research studies;

• The findings of those studies seem to confirm that form-focused
instruction is of value; however, it has been widely acknowledged that
the nature and the purpose of that form-focused instruction need to
be re-evaluated in the light of SLA theory and research;

• Traditional views about the scope of grammar have been challenged
by the findings of research that has enhanced our understanding both
of the interrelationship between lexis, grammar and discourse, and of
the differences and similarities between spoken and written grammar;

• Although SLA theory and research represent only one source of
insights for the L2 teacher, thinking professional teachers need to be
aware of developments in that area, since their understandings of these
developments will affect their cognitions about subject matter, which
form a central part of their TLA, potentially exerting a significant
influence upon the quality of teachers’ form-focused pedagogical
interventions (e.g., when mediating input);

• Language-aware teachers need to re-evaluate, and to keep re-
evaluating, their personal conceptualisations of subject-matter
knowledge to take account of new developments and new insights;
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in the case of grammar, these include advances in our understanding
of spoken grammar, and of the relationship between lexis, grammar
and discourse.

The next chapter focuses on TLA and teachers’ subject-matter cognitions.
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Questions for discussion and reflection

1) What is your (a) personal experience and (b) opinion of P-P-P as
a model of language teaching? Do you ever employ a P-P-P
approach in your own classroom? If so, what is your rationale
for doing so?

2) What do you understand by the terms ‘communicative’ and
‘task-based’? Would you use either term to describe the approach
you are expected to employ in your institution? If so, would you
describe that approach as a ‘weak’ or a ‘strong’ form of
CLT/TBLT? Why? Does your personal approach in the class-
room conform to the expectations of your institution? If not,
why not?

3) What, in your view, are the potential benefits and drawbacks for
the learner of naturalistic approaches to language learning (such
as immersion)? How feasible are such approaches in your own
teaching context?

4) Ellis (2002; 2003) proposes a language curriculum with two
components: one consisting of communicative tasks, and the
other of form-focused tasks (see pp. 59–60). He suggests that ele-
mentary students should focus entirely on communicative tasks,
with form-focused tasks being introduced only at intermediate
level. What is your opinion of (a) Ellis’s overall model, and (b)
his proposal that form-focused tasks should not be introduced
until the intermediate stage?

5) What do you think are the pedagogical implications of our
increased understanding of spoken grammar?
• Should spoken grammar be taught at all?
• If spoken grammar is taught, should it be dealt with sepa-

rately? Or should it be treated as an integral part of the
grammar of the language?

• To what extent is it useful or feasible to try to teach learn-
ers of L2 English to use ‘headers’ and ‘tails’, or other
common features of speech such as ‘vague language’ and
fillers?
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• Are such features of English spoken grammar found in the
spoken variety of the L1(s) of your student(s)? If so, do
such features of spoken English need to be taught in the
classroom?

6) ‘There is plenty of evidence . . . that learners do not acquire
grammar in a simple linear sequence’ (p. 65). How far does this
statement reflect experiences you may have had as a language
teacher and/or learner?



4 TLA and teachers’ subject-matter
cognitions

4.1 Introduction

This chapter and the next return to issues initially raised in Chapter 2.
In that chapter, I outlined a model of TLA (Figure 1), which underpins
the discussion in the rest of the book. The selection of the terminology
used in that model and defined in Chapter 2 was intended to make some
specific points, as, for example, in the use of the phrase ‘subject-matter
cognitions’ instead of just ‘subject-matter knowledge’. In Chapter 2,
the use of ‘cognitions’ in preference to ‘knowledge’ was explained as
an attempt to convey the closeness of the relationship between teacher
knowledge and teacher beliefs. In other words, while subject-matter
knowledge may constitute the core of TLA, any teacher’s knowledge
is inevitably bound up with beliefs about that subject matter and,
for example, how it should or can be taught and learned in a given
context.

The present chapter focuses on L2 teachers’ subject-matter cogni-
tions, and in particular their feelings, beliefs and understandings about
subject matter. It begins by examining teacher cognitions, and the rela-
tionship between knowledge and beliefs. This is followed by a brief
review of research on L2 teacher cognitions. The discussion then moves
on to consider the relationship between teachers’ subject-matter cogni-
tions and their pedagogical practice. Finally, in what constitutes the
major part of the chapter, the nature of such associations is explored
further via a case study of a particular group of teachers, their content-
related beliefs, feelings and understandings with specific reference to
grammar, and the evolution of their subject-matter cognitions.
According to the argument in Chapter 2, the quality, extent and sophis-
tication of a teacher’s cognitions about subject matter are perhaps the
most significant of the professional factors influencing the operation of
TLA in pedagogical practice. The present chapter therefore presents
essential background to the discussion of TLA and pedagogical prac-
tice in the following chapter.
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4.2 Teacher cognitions: beliefs and knowledge

When talking about teacher cognitions, the focus is on teachers’ ‘mental
lives’, or what Freeman (2002) describes as the ‘hidden side’ of teaching.
Freeman speaks of the critical importance of teacher thinking and of
teachers’ ‘mental lives’ in shaping effective teaching and learning
(2002:2). Tsui (2003:61), acknowledging the overlap between beliefs
and knowledge, speaks of the powerful influence on pedagogical prac-
tice of ‘conceptions of learning and teaching’. Tsui subsumes under that
heading teachers’ metaphors, images, beliefs, assumptions and values.
Conceptions of subject matter itself might usefully be added to that list,
given that teacher cognitions relevant to TLA include beliefs and
assumptions about the language itself (e.g., whether the Present
Progressive is regarded as a tense or as a combination of tense and
aspect), as well as how it is taught and learned.

Teacher thinking has been a major research area in general education
for nearly three decades (see, e.g., the review articles by Shavelson and
Stern, 1981; Clark and Peterson, 1986; and more recently Freeman,
2002; as well as such works as Elbaz, 1983; Calderhead, 1987; Lowyck
and Clark, 1989; Kagan, 1992; Pajares, 1992; and Fang, 1996). It has
only been in the past ten years or so, however, that teacher thinking has
become an area of interest to researchers in language education (see, e.g.,
Palfreyman, 1993; Johnson, 1994; Richards, 1996; Woods, 1996;
Golombek, 1998; Borg, 1998; 1999a; 1999b; Breen et al., 2001; and
Tsui, 2003. See also the overviews of such research in Borg, 2003a;
2003b; 2006; and the papers in Bartels, 2005a).

In the late seventies, Fenstermacher (1979) predicted that teacher
beliefs would become a major focus of research into teacher effective-
ness, and indeed much of the research on teacher thinking has set out to
examine the influence of teachers’ beliefs on their pedagogical practice.
However, as Pajares (1992) has pointed out, teachers’ beliefs do not lend
themselves easily to empirical investigation, partly because of problems
of definition. One of the sources of difficulty for researchers has been the
distinction between beliefs and knowledge. Although beliefs are based
on evaluation and judgement, and knowledge on objective fact, the two
are intertwined: beliefs underlie both declarative and procedural know-
ledge (Pajares, 1992:312–13).

Several researchers have drawn attention to the close interrelationship of
beliefs, knowledge and also experience in influencing pedagogical practice.
Elbaz (1983:134), for example, in outlining her conception of a teacher’s
practical knowledge, emphasises the role of ‘the teacher’s feelings, values,
needs and beliefs’ in helping the teacher to integrate experiential and theo-
retical knowledge and orient these to his/her practical situation. Connelly
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and Clandinin (1985) develop this concept of practical knowledge by
coining the term ‘personal practical knowledge’. Clandinin’s (1992) defin-
ition of personal practical knowledge is illustrative of the extent to which
belief, knowledge, experience, context and reflection are seen to be inter-
related: ‘It is knowledge that reflects the individual’s prior knowledge and
acknowledges the contextual nature of that teacher’s knowledge. It is a
kind of knowledge carved out of, and shaped by, situations; knowledge that
is constructed and reconstructed as we live out our stories and retell and
relive them through processes of reflection’ (Clandinin, 1992:125).

4.3 L2 teacher cognitions

In L2 teaching, the importance of teacher beliefs has been discussed by a
number of researchers (see, e.g., Richards, 1996; Woods, 1996; Borg,
1998; 1999a; 1999b; Breen et al., 2001; Tsui, 2003). Woods’s case studies
illustrate both the powerful effects of teacher beliefs upon practice, and
also the close interrelationship of beliefs and knowledge. The closeness of
this relationship leads Woods (1996:184–212) to talk of an integrated
network of beliefs, assumptions and knowledge, which he labels BAK.

Richards (see, e.g., Richards, 1996) develops the concept of teacher
maxims: rational principles for professional behaviour. According to
Richards (1996:284), these maxims derive from teachers’ belief systems
‘founded on the goals, values, and beliefs teachers hold in relation to the
content and process of teaching and their understanding of the system in
which they work and their roles within it. These beliefs and values serve
as the background to much of the teachers’ decision making and action
and hence constitute what has been termed the culture of teaching.’ Breen
et al. (2001) also focus on L2 teachers’ guiding principles and examine the
link between those principles and pedagogical practice. Their study reveals
diversity in principle and practice among a group of 18 teachers, while
suggesting a pattern in the links between principles and practices.

Meanwhile, Borg’s work (e.g., 1998; 1999a; 1999b) relates specifically
to the linguistic dimension of the L2 teacher’s belief system, showing the
extent to which teachers’ decisions about grammar teaching may be
shaped by their cognitions and experiences and the context in which they
work. Borg (2005) examines the subject-matter cognitions of two teach-
ers, the influences on the development of those cognitions and the con-
trasting ways in which each teacher’s cognitions impact on that teacher’s
grammar teaching practices. Borg’s 2003 papers (2003a; 2003b) and his
2006 book survey the work of others in the field. Borg (2003a) reviews
research on teacher cognition in L2 teaching, the vast majority of which
has been published since 1996. Borg (2003b) focuses specifically on
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teacher cognition in grammar teaching, in the L1 as well as L2 contexts.
Borg (2006) provides a comprehensive discussion of research on lan-
guage/teacher cognition, focusing specifically on teachers’ cognitions in
teaching grammar, reading and writing.

Tsui (2003) explores the nature of expertise in teaching, via case
studies of four Hong Kong teachers of secondary English, undertaken
over a one-year period. Each of the four case studies provides a detailed
analysis of how the teacher’s personal theories, knowledge, experience
and goals have shaped her classroom practices and influenced her devel-
opment towards expertise. Tsui also lays emphasis on the ‘situated’
nature of teacher cognitions, and the fact that such cognitions are jointly
constituted by the teacher’s specific context of work and how that
teacher understands and responds to the work context. Tsui refers to
Benner, Tanner and Chesla’s (1996) argument that contexts present ‘situ-
ated possibilities’ rather than totally determining or constraining what
one can do. For Tsui, therein lies the critical difference between the
expert teacher and the non-expert teachers in her study: ‘how they inter-
act with their specific contexts of work, of which they are a part, and
how they see the possibilities that can be opened up for the effective
achievement of instructional objectives’ (2003:254).

4.4 TLA, subject-matter cognitions and pedagogical practice

One domain of teacher thinking which has been the focus of much atten-
tion in recent years is subject-matter knowledge, and its link with peda-
gogy. As discussed in Chapter 2, the concept of pedagogical content
knowledge (PCK) was coined by Shulman to account for the uniqueness
of the professional understanding of teachers which informs their peda-
gogical practice, ‘that special amalgam of content and pedagogy that is
uniquely the province of teachers, their own special form of professional
understanding’ (1987:8), and it has become ‘a commonly accepted con-
struct in the educational lexicon’ (Gess-Newsome, 1999:4). More
recently, Turner-Bisset (1999; 2001) has proposed a model of PCK as an
amalgam of all the interacting knowledge bases that underpin expert
teaching, including beliefs about the subject. As noted previously, my
own conceptualisation of TLA sees it as one of the key knowledge bases
of the L2 teacher, which interacts with the other knowledge bases and
blends with them in acts of expert teaching.

Subject-matter cognitions are seen as being at the core of that model of
TLA. These subject-matter cognitions interrelate with each other to influ-
ence the L2 teacher’s handling of grammar. Knowledge of subject matter
(or the limitations of that knowledge) will, of course, play a central role
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in the teacher’s thinking and decision-making, as noted in Chapter 2.
However, that knowledge and the way it is deployed will be bound up with
a number of closely related cognitions, such as that teacher’s personal feel-
ings about grammar and grammar pedagogy (e.g., interest and confi-
dence); perceptions of students’ feelings about grammar; understandings
of the role of grammar in communication, and of its significance in L2
acquisition and formal instruction; awareness of options in the handling
of grammar in formal instruction; understandings of the expectations of
stakeholders (for instance, the school, students, parents) in relation to
grammar and grammar pedagogy; and the teacher’s personal response
to those expectations. A number of these cognitions are clearly linked to
some of the broader aspects of PCK as shown in Chapter 2, Figure 1, such
as knowledge of contexts, curriculum and knowledge of pedagogy. At the
same time, however, they are all intimately concerned with subject matter,
and they have therefore been assigned a central place in my conceptuali-
sation of TLA under the single heading ‘subject-matter cognitions’.

In the present discussion, knowledge, beliefs, feelings and understand-
ings are therefore seen as a single entity: knowledge and beliefs refer to
cognitive responses (i.e. factual knowledge, and views both of how things
are and how they should be), feelings refer to affective responses, while
content-related understandings of, for instance, contextual and learner
factors are seen as interacting with and informing both sets of responses.
In highlighting the importance of these cognitions to an understanding of
TLA and how it operates in teachers’ professional lives, my position is not
a deterministic one, where teachers’ beliefs might be seen as causing them
to behave in particular ways in the classroom. Research has shown (see,
e.g., Basturkmen, Loewen and Ellis, 2004) that teachers’ classroom behav-
iour does not necessarily reflect their stated beliefs, particularly as they
react spontaneously to unanticipated incidents in a lesson. However, it
seems logical to assume that there is potentially some kind of association
between teachers’ cognitions and what those teachers cause to happen
in their classrooms. My view therefore is that, in order to understand
teachers’ pedagogical practice, it is necessary to have a sense of their
beliefs, feelings and understandings, since these form part of teacher
awareness, or awarenesses (see Marton, 1994), shedding light on how
teachers experience their professional world.

4.5 TLA and subject-matter cognitions: a case study

In this section, the subject-matter cognitions of a specific group of teachers
are discussed. I begin by outlining the context in which these teachers are
working. I then comment briefly on the subject-matter knowledge of those
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teachers, before focusing on their beliefs, feelings and understandings
about subject matter, as revealed in interviews, in their writing and in their
actual classroom practice. Their beliefs, feelings and understandings are
explored in relation to four themes: feelings about grammar (both the
teachers’ feelings, and also their perceptions of their students’ feelings); the
teachers’ views about the kind of grammar knowledge needed by Hong
Kong secondary school students; their approaches to grammar pedagogy;
and the extent to which they believed their pedagogical practice had been
influenced by Communicative Language Teaching (CLT). I then discuss the
relationship between these cognitions and pedagogical practice, before
reporting on the evolution (over a seven-year period) of the subject-matter
cognitions of a small sub-group of these teachers.

4.5.1 The context

The context framing these teacher cognitions is the Hong Kong secondary
school classroom. The 17 teachers were all non-native speakers of English,
teaching English to secondary-age students in Hong Kong. They were
graduates (not necessarily of English), with an average of three years’ full-
time teaching experience. When these data were gathered, they were at or
near the beginning of a two-year part-time course of initial professional
training, the Postgraduate Certificate in Education (PCEd) at the
University of Hong Kong, as English Majors. Post-experience initial
teacher education has been a common phenomenon for a long time in
Hong Kong across all subjects of the curriculum, but especially for English,
with many secondary school teachers of the subject having entered the pro-
fession without a teaching qualification, or even a relevant first degree.

The English Language curriculum for Hong Kong secondary schools
has been designed in accordance with CLT principles for more than 20
years. The 1983 curriculum document (Curriculum Development
Committee, 1983) was the first to shift from a structural towards a more
communicative focus. Since 1999 the English Language curriculum has
espoused task-based learning (see, e.g., CDC, 1999). Although practices
vary, most secondary schools have ended up adopting a ‘very weak’
version of CLT/TBLT, in which the explicit teaching of grammar contin-
ues to play a significant role, as confirmed by the 17 teachers in this case
study. Evans (1996) examines the implementation of CLT in Hong
Kong’s English Language classrooms.

4.5.2 Knowledge of subject matter

The subject-matter knowledge of these teachers was measured by means
of two tests: one consisting of 50 multiple-choice (M/C) items focusing
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on vocabulary and usage, the other a 60-item test of explicit knowledge
of grammar and grammatical terminology (the ‘Language Awareness’ or
LA test). The Appendix contains further information about the second
of these two tests.

Among the 17 teachers, there was a very wide range of levels: from
50% to 94% on the M/C test, and from 51% to 90% on the LA test.
The mean score of 68% on the M/C test might be considered reasonably
good: it compares, for example, with a mean of 53.5% for a group of
187 teachers with similar profiles of qualifications, experience and teach-
ing context (see Andrews, 1999b). There were, however, a number of the
group with M/C percentage scores in the fifties who also performed less
than satisfactorily on a pedagogically related test of writing, seeming to
confirm that there might be serious limitations to the language compe-
tence underpinning their communicative language ability. Although
most of these teachers achieved similar levels of performance on the two
tests, there were four cases in which the gap was over 20 percentage
points (two teachers scoring higher on the M/C test and two on the LA
test).

As for these teachers’ explicit knowledge of grammar and grammati-
cal terminology, their overall mean score on the LA test was 71.1%.
Again this might be considered quite good, if compared with the mean
for the group of 187 teachers referred to above (see Andrews, 1999b),
which was 65%, and even more so if compared with the performance of
a group of prospective teachers (all English native speakers) with a back-
ground of English Studies, who achieved a mean of 43.2% (see Andrews,
1999c). However, the performance of the 17 Hong Kong teachers on the
cognitively most demanding part of the LA test, a task in which they had
to explain their correction of 15 sentences containing grammatical
errors, was generally poor, with a mean of only 43.1%. Given that the
task did not involve any complex or obscure rules of grammar, and that
explanation typically forms part of classroom practice in Hong Kong
secondary schools, such a level of performance among serving teachers
has to be a cause for concern.

In the discussion of these teachers’ pedagogical practice, and the pro-
cedural dimension of their TLA, in this chapter and the next, the poten-
tial influence of their knowledge of language and their knowledge about
language should be borne in mind.

4.5.3 Feelings about grammar

According to most of these teachers, the vast majority of their students
have a strongly negative view of grammar. To quote one of them:
‘Grammar has always been a nightmare for Chinese students, especially
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when they think of those technical terms and the thickness of their
grammar textbook’ (Maggie). Maggie’s dislike of grammar may run
unusually deep, but 13 of the 17 teachers reported strongly negative
reactions to grammar among their students. The majority of the teach-
ers (9 out of 17) appeared to feel as unenthusiastic about teaching
grammar as their students did about studying it.

These feelings of boredom (among student and teacher alike) seemed
to be associated with an approach to grammar teaching typically con-
sisting of deductive presentation followed by mechanical practice exer-
cises. Clara, for example, described her students’ response to this style of
presentation as follows: ‘if we just follow the books . . . and then tell
them the rules that they have to follow it’s very boring, and the students
won’t want to listen to you’, while Flora confirmed the unpopularity of
the exercises: ‘they said they actually detest these grammar exercises, and
I must say I find them very boring, tedious as well’.

More than a quarter of these teachers revealed a marked lack of con-
fidence in their ability to handle grammar adequately. Rose, for example,
whose difficulties we encountered in Chapter 2, admitted: ‘Actually I am
very afraid of grammar. I think . . . it was influenced by the secondary
school. So I am afraid to teach grammar to my students, too.’ Maggie,
too, confessed that ‘I’m not much of a grammar person’ and gave a
graphic description of her fears of teaching the infinitive again after her
previous experience two years earlier:

I can foresee when I get into infinitive, that’s where I got a
trouble . . . because two years ago, also Form 4, when we get to
infinitive, we’re dragging on for the whole two weeks, and we
don’t know what we’re doing . . . I’ve no idea what, how to teach
them, and they’ve no idea what infinitive is. But . . . when I get
into infinitive I get so nervous. They don’t understand it, I don’t
understand it, and I don’t know how to teach it . . . we just don’t
have any way of connecting to each other at all. So . . . that’s
my fear.

In some cases, this lack of confidence appeared to be reinforced by a
sense of inadequacy in dealing with something as important as grammar:
‘I’m always afraid that my students don’t understand grammar . . .
I think it’s very challenging teaching grammar . . . sometimes I’m afraid
that they feel bored, and I know that they must know that grammar,
otherwise they don’t know that language’ (Agnes). In Agnes’s case, when
her students continued to make mistakes with grammar items she
had taught, her lack of confidence led her to blame her own teaching,
rather than accepting (as proponents of CLT, for instance, would assert)
that error is an inevitable part of L2 acquisition: ‘when I mark their
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compositions, that mistake appear again. I’ve taught this grammar, so
how can the mistake come again? So I blame myself . . . That lesson is
not effective, they make the same mistakes in the composition.’

4.5.4 Beliefs about the grammar knowledge needed by Hong Kong
students

One reason why a number of these teachers were so worried about their
competence in handling grammar was that the great majority of them
saw grammar as playing a highly important role for Hong Kong stu-
dents. Diana, for example, suggested that grammar underpins commu-
nicative ability in all four language skills: ‘If one wants to communicate
well with others, one must be able to master the four skills: writing,
reading, listening and speaking. All these four skills require knowledge
of grammar.’

Shirley spoke for the small number of the 17 teachers with a relatively
sophisticated understanding of CLT when she advocated a change of
approach to grammar rather than a drastic diminution of its role:
‘Grammar definitely has a role to play in teaching and learning English.
But . . . I think we should kind of teach grammar in a communicative
setting . . . Instead of teaching grammatical items in isolation . . . we
should treat the grammatical items in meaningful contexts.’

Not all the teachers were wholeheartedly committed to the importance
of grammar in L2 teaching. However, even Maggie acknowledged a sup-
porting role for grammar: ‘if you think of language as a way of commu-
nicating . . . the only important point will be for people to understand
you and you to understand people. Grammar helps you. But it’s not
necessarily the main focus, and should not be the main focus of . . . the
learning part.’

When considering whether their students’ primary need was for
implicit or explicit knowledge of grammar, all 17 of these teachers
seemed to agree that the former – practical control of grammar for com-
municative purposes – is of greater importance. According to Flora, for
instance: ‘To be able to use the language is more important than being a
hundred percent grammatically correct all the time . . . to be able to com-
municate . . . as long as they’re expressing themselves, and I understand
what they’re trying to say . . .’, although, in common with one or two
others, she expressed a somewhat wistful longing for accuracy as well as
fluency: ‘. . . but obviously it would be nicer if they were a hundred
percent accurate as well’.

There was rather more disagreement about the usefulness of explicit
grammar knowledge for L2 learners, particularly about its impact upon
the development of the implicit knowledge which underpins effective
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communication (the so-called ‘interface’ issue referred to in Chapters 1
and 3). Seven of the teachers expressed the belief that explicit knowledge
has a direct impact on the development of practical control of grammar.
For example, Karen reported: ‘I remember some days ago I told my stu-
dents . . . OK you’re learning the item . . . but I hope that later, when
you understand this, when you can handle this, then . . . the usage of this
item . . . can become your instinct and you can use it naturally.’

Another seven (including Maggie) saw a more limited role for explicit
knowledge, with students needing only what one of the teachers, Tony,
referred to as ‘the basics’. According to Tony, ‘they need [explicit know-
ledge] but not that deep. You know, like they don’t need so difficult ones
like . . . past perfect continuous tense. . . They need the basics.’

Of the other three teachers, one expressed doubts about the value of
explicit knowledge of grammar: ‘of course they need to have a practical
control of it . . . the implicit knowledge . . . “know” in that sense, yes.
But whether they need to have . . . explicit knowledge, conscious know-
ledge . . . maybe that helps to a certain extent, I’m not sure . . . but
maybe they don’t really need that’ (Shirley). One of the two remaining
teachers saw the primary purpose of supplying explicit knowledge of
grammar as being to serve learners’ needs for reassurance that their
English lessons actually had some serious content: ‘just the purpose of
reassuring that . . . they have learned something about English’ (Eva),
while the other linked students’ need for explicit grammar knowledge
with the specific demands of written exams: ‘the student here in Hong
Kong . . . they have to prepare for the compo examination so they need
to know grammar well. They know to write good sentences’ (Hilda).

4.5.5 Approaches to grammar pedagogy

As suggested by their previous responses, the predominant approach to
grammar pedagogy adopted by these teachers was deductive. Ten of the
17 described their accustomed style of teaching in similar ways. Pearl,
for instance, said that in a typical grammar lesson with her Secondary 1
students (11- to 12-year-olds) she would: ‘explain the structure and then
ask them to do exercise. And I will ask them questions to see whether
they understand me or not’, while Diana said that with her Secondary 3
class (13- to 14-year-olds) she would usually: ‘spend say ten minutes
explaining the rules . . . the form or the use of that special grammar
item . . . and then after that maybe I give them some exercise to do, or
if possible I will give them some games to play . . . Of course the games
have . . . to be related . . . to the grammar items they learn.’

Not all of these teachers espoused a deductive style of grammar teach-
ing, however. Seven out of the 17 described approaches to grammar
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pedagogy that were rather more inductive in style (inductive referring
here to an approach favouring, for example, discovery learning). Wendy,
for example, spoke of her handling of comparative adjectives in the pre-
vious day’s Secondary 1 class as follows:

I drew two boxes on the board, one big one small . . . I just
told them well, this is box A and this is box B, and then I asked them
. . . in a sentence describe their sizes, and compare the sizes. They
did it very well . . . so then I put the price on the boxes and they also
did it very well. And then I asked them ‘Why would you put “-er”
after “big”, and why wouldn’t you put “-er” after “expensive”?’
And then they were able to tell me the explanation too.

Among the seven more inductive teachers (according to their interview
descriptions) there were two who had recently moved out of mainstream
secondary school teaching and into a sixth-form technical institute (with
students normally ranging between 16 and 19 years old), where the pre-
vailing culture appeared to favour a more communicative (or ‘task-
based’) approach to teaching and learning. Joanna, for example,
contrasted her former secondary school approach: ‘Just explain the rules,
and then get them to do the exercises. No games, no interaction’ with her
more inductive technical institute approach: ‘I will get my students to
look at a passage which was written in passives . . . and then ask them to
explain to me why the passive has to be used, why not active. What’s the
purpose, or what are the advantages . . . what are the good reasons for
using passive?’ When asked to explain her change of approach, she
answered as follows: ‘For what reason? I don’t know . . . just something
automatic. I think now I don’t believe in explanation . . . I may have
changed my view towards language teaching, or grammar teaching.
Or . . . just because of the fact that I’m now in a different situation.’

Joanna’s comments illustrate the dynamic and situated nature of
teacher cognitions. Although teachers’ beliefs and attitudes may at times
appear resistant to change, for instance in response to curricular innov-
ations, their beliefs at any given time have been moulded by a lifetime’s
experience of learning and teaching and have at least the potential for
being restructured as a result of new experiences. This is evidently the
case with Joanna, who was able to recognise the influence of context on
the evolution of her cognitions.

Whatever the preferred style of presentation, inductive or deductive,
grammar learning was treated by all 15 mainstream secondary school
teachers as a linear process of accumulating grammatical entities. For
instance, Karen, the member of this group with probably the strongest
preference for a deductive approach, described as follows her application
of this step-by-step approach to the teaching of tenses with her Secondary
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4 class (14- to 15-year-olds): ‘for example, for tenses . . . I split it into
some parts . . . into two to three weeks . . . and then maybe one day for
present, present perfect, present perfect continuous. And then I went to
passive form . . . And next week again OK we go to past tense.’

The two teachers now working in technical institutes, Shirley and
Joanna, reported a rather different approach: ‘We will teach grammar . . .
only if a particular grammar point is, or can be, incorporated into a
certain function . . . which is trade related’ (Shirley). According to Shirley,
this was the approach embodied in the technical institute syllabus: ‘in our
syllabus . . . it is stated that a grammar point should not be dealt with . . .
in isolation. It has to be incorporated in meaningful context.’

Several of the mainstream secondary school teachers indicated that
they would also prefer to be able to adopt a different approach to
grammar pedagogy. Benjamin, for example, having described his
approach to grammar teaching as ‘just like instant noodles . . . just feed
them, and then have the response and do some evaluation’, revealed that
he would much prefer to deal with grammar more flexibly, as it arose, in
response to students’ needs: ‘I would like to do it really more freely . . .
when it is needed . . . when the student have inquiries and they’re curious
to learn something and then I can teach them all right, but it is not neces-
sary to be fixed.’

A number of the teachers mentioned factors which constrained the
ways in which they could handle grammar. Eleven of the 15 mainstream
secondary teachers referred to the impact of the public examinations,
particularly in Secondary 4 and 5 (leading to the Hong Kong Certificate
of Education in English exam, taken at the end of Secondary 5) and
Secondary 6 and 7 (in preparation for the Use of English Advanced
Supplementary level exam taken at the end of Secondary 7). Hilda, for
example, said that she could not teach in the way she would wish with
either Secondary 5 or Secondary 6, partly because of student expect-
ations: ‘So for Form 5 I have to follow the syllabus, give them exam prac-
tice paper . . . and Form 6 too . . . cos you have to prepare them for the
examination. And they like to do exam practice paper. You know, if you
tell them to do something else, they think it’s meaningless. So you have
to cater for their needs.’

These teachers discussed several other constraints. The demands of a
rigid and overcrowded syllabus, for example, were mentioned by 9 of the
15 mainstream secondary teachers. Flora described the limits placed on
her teaching at Secondary 3: ‘we have to . . . follow our teaching sched-
ule, and we have to have so many dictations . . . and per chapter we
cover so many grammar exercises’. In a number of cases, the inflexible
syllabus appeared to be enforced by an equally inflexible Panel
Chairperson (Head of Department): ‘I don’t have much choice in doing
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what kind of things that we have to do in class because the Panel
Chairman force us to do grammar’ (Maggie).

4.5.6 CLT and pedagogical practice

Since the early 1980s, as noted earlier, the official primary and secondary
English syllabuses in Hong Kong have been designed in accordance with
CLT principles. However, the analysis of what the 17 interviewees said
about their teaching suggests that the impact of CLT has been fairly
superficial, although certain communicative principles and practices
might have been absorbed into the pedagogical styles and repertoires of
a sizeable minority.

Several of these teachers seemed to have a very narrow view of CLT,
perceiving it as being related primarily to oral activity. Hilda, for
example, equated a communicative approach with teacher–student oral
interaction: ‘communicative approach . . . usually I consider it as an oral
practice, you know . . . ask and answer’. Others appeared to have a
somewhat broader conception of CLT. Of the 17, however, only Agnes
seemed to recognise the application of ‘communicative’ to both produc-
tive and receptive skills: ‘I think all sorts of skills . . . like speaking, lis-
tening . . . writing . . . all sorts of activities are communicative’, although
her responses did not make clear exactly what she understood by the
term communicative.

About a third of the teachers discussed their practices in ways suggest-
ing that they had, at least in part, adopted a communicative approach in
their general teaching. Wendy, for example, described her ‘task-based’
approach, although it is noteworthy that she seemed to apply it only to
the productive skills: ‘Certainly communicative work is emphasised these
days . . . we do a lot of tasks . . . activity with a purpose . . . artificial
and natural . . . in which they get to do a lot of work, they need to
produce . . . Interesting tasks because students . . . need to see what’s in it
for them . . . and they get their first-hand experience . . . they get to speak,
write, or produce in whatever way . . . sentences.’

Johnson and Johnson (1998:69–72) describe five ways in which the
standard form of communicative methodology represents an enrichment
of its predecessors: the teaching of appropriateness; the central import-
ance of message focus; the replication of psycholinguistic processes used
in communication (such as top-down processing); the emphasis on risk-
taking skills (in both production and reception); and the development of
free practice techniques. In order to estimate the degree to which
CLT principles had been absorbed by these teachers, it may be helpful to
consider the extent to which each of these five characteristics was appar-
ent in their descriptions of their pedagogical practices.
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Partly, no doubt, through the influence of Hong Kong secondary
school coursebooks (all of which in recent years have incorporated a
functional-notional dimension within their multifaceted, now ‘task-
based’1, syllabus framework), the teaching of appropriateness seemed to
have taken root, at least to some extent. Diana, for example, noted the
way in which textbooks encourage a focus on speech acts as well as
grammatical structure: ‘Nowadays . . . the grammar exercises in the
textbooks, they try to be communicative . . . They will set a context . . .
a situation for that exercise . . . and also some function . . . is it for greet-
ing, or for what purpose?’

Message focus also seemed to have become part of the approach of at
least some of the teachers. Eva, for instance, reported having made use of
such activities, although her attempts to give tasks a personal message
focus appeared to have been a source of considerable frustration: ‘I’m dis-
couraged to use activities in grammar lessons . . . because they’re not
sincere in the way they . . . make answers . . . they won’t tell the truth . . .
Maybe they don’t want to share in this way . . . they find it’s not natural
to use English . . . to talk about something they find is quite personal.’

For the majority of the 17 teachers, however, there was a tendency for
both message focus and risk-taking activities to be confined to those
lessons set aside for exam-related oral practice. The addition of an oral
component to the public exam taken in Hong Kong at the end of
Secondary 7 (the Use of English, or UE) and the enhanced importance of
the Secondary 5 oral exam (the HKCEE English exam) appeared to have
had an impact on the attitudes and practices of all those with classes at
Secondary 4 and above. As a result of these exam changes, all those
working with upper forms had on their teaching schedule designated
oral lessons in which (at least part of the time) they conducted free prac-
tice activities with a message focus, i.e. activities targeted at fluency
rather than accuracy, where risk-taking was encouraged. For that reason,
in such lessons the teachers all adopted a non-interventionist strategy in
relation to grammatical errors: ‘if you interfere into a group discussion,
they get more conscious about the grammar rather than the content. But
when you’re doing the UE oral level, I think what the marker’s more
aware of is the content – are you discussing what you’re asked to? –
rather than every grammatical mistake you’ve made’ (Maggie). As
Maggie’s comment makes clear, however, the adoption of communica-
tive principles in these oral lessons tended to be motivated primarily by
exam considerations rather than as part of any coherent overall peda-
gogical approach. This is confirmed by observation of several such
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lessons, where the communicative oral activities were all precise imita-
tions of the public examination format.

Of Johnson and Johnson’s five characteristics of ‘standard’ commu-
nicative methodology, the one least affecting the pedagogical practices of
these teachers seemed to be replication of the psychological processes
involved in communication. This was particularly the case with the
receptive skills. Indeed, only one of the 17 (Agnes) made any overt con-
nections between CLT and listening and reading.

4.5.7 Feelings, beliefs, understandings: the relationship with
pedagogical practice

From the summaries and comments above, there seem to be discernible
general patterns in the cognitions about subject matter of these 17 teach-
ers. For instance, grammar teaching is seen as a boring necessity by all of
them, a view apparently shared by their students. The feelings of boredom
may be related at least in part to the conservative classroom practices
employed by most of the teachers in their grammar teaching. Observation
of at least two grammar-based classes conducted by each respondent
showed that all of the mainstream secondary teachers in the group
adopted an ‘accumulated entities’ approach to grammar pedagogy, fol-
lowing a conventional ‘P-P-P’ pattern. Typically (though not exclusively),
their style of presentation was deductive, their practice activities were
mechanical and form-focused, and production took the form of written
composition. Many of them seemed to feel constrained to follow such a
pattern because of rigid and overcrowded teaching syllabuses, the
demands of the examinations and the characteristics of their students.

At the same time, some features of CLT did nevertheless seem to have
been absorbed, into the belief system if not necessarily into pedagogical
practice. There was recognition among all 17 teachers, for instance, that
students need grammar primarily for communicative purposes, and that
such grammar knowledge should embrace both form/usage and
meaning/use. The impact of other features of CLT, however, seemed gen-
erally to be limited to specific parts of the syllabus, especially the oral
lesson, where (largely in response to examination changes) spoken free
practice activities with a message focus had become part of the repertoire.

These teachers’ feelings, beliefs and understandings about grammar
and grammar teaching within their context combine to inform what they
consider to be necessary, feasible and desirable in relation to grammar
pedagogy. These awarenesses (Marton, 1994) therefore have a close rela-
tionship with the ways in which teachers engage with grammar-related
issues in their pedagogical practice, and hence with their TLA. Table 3
summarises the main patterns of teacher cognition (feeling, belief and
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Table 3: Hong Kong secondary school teachers of English – their
cognitions about grammar and associated pedagogical practice

Cognitions about grammar and grammar Associated pedagogical practice
pedagogy

Feelings • Students perceived to • Perseverance with grammar-
about consider grammar as based lessons seen as an 
grammar boring, but important unpleasant necessity.
and the for exams.
teaching and • For teachers, it is also • Limited expectations, 
learning of important (for exams, despite teacher efforts,
grammar but also because of its of student enjoyment or 

central role in achievement.
communication).

• Grammar teaching is a
source of frustration 
for many teachers.

• For some teachers, • Tendency to abdicate
grammar and grammar grammar responsibilities
teaching are a source of to textbooks or materials 
anxiety. supplied by others.

Beliefs about • Students’ primary need • Explicit, form-focused 
grammar and perceived as practical teaching, often involving
the teaching control of grammar for deductive presentation and 
and learning communication. mechanical practice.
of grammar • Students also thought to

need explicit grammar 
knowledge to support 
the development of 
their implicit knowledge
and to help them cope 
with exam demands.

• Grammar learning is a 
process of 
‘accumulating entities’ 
(Rutherford, 1987).

• Grammar teaching • Constraints limit scope for 
needs to be ‘active’/ teachers’ own 
‘creative’. contributions.

BUT
• Teachers are • Students are ‘spoon-fed’ 

constrained by the need explicit grammar
to complete syllabus, information in ‘digestible’ 
prepare students for form, accompanied by



understanding) reported above. It shows the associations between those
cognitions about subject matter and pedagogical practices and highlights
how the feelings, beliefs and understandings of these 17 teachers tend
(with a certain degree of variation) to be associated with a narrowly
form-focused style of L2 teaching.

One of the most striking aspects of these snapshots of teacher cogni-
tion is their contextually developed nature. Clandinin (1992) emphasises
the importance of context and experience in shaping the development of
the teacher’s personal practical knowledge. The cognitions just described
are the result of each teacher’s accumulated experience of a variety of
learning and teaching contexts: up to 13 years as a learner in primary
and secondary classrooms; study at tertiary level and on professional
development courses of various types and durations; and practical
experience of the institutional and classroom contexts in which that indi-
vidual has worked.

As the discussion above has indicated, among these 17 teachers there
are patterns of response to context and experience, and there is also
individuality of response. The summary in Table 3 provides examples
of the former, with patterns of cognition and pedagogical practice
seeming to be strongly influenced by the experience of teaching within
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Table 3: (cont.)

Cognitions about grammar and grammar Associated pedagogical practice
pedagogy

exams and cater for their undemanding practice 
limited ability/interest. activities.

Under- • Acceptance of students’ • Presentation generally 
standings need to know the focuses on meaning/use, 
about function(s) associated as well as features of 
grammar with a grammar item, form.
and the not just the form(s).
teaching • Limited understanding • Practice activities are form-
and learning of ways in which focused, rather than 
of grammar grammar might be message-focused.

practised.

• Limited familiarity with • Task-related oral activity 
communicative tasks, (with message focus
which are generally not and risk-taking) takes place
seen as linked to the only in the context of
acquisition of grammar. preparation for public oral

exams.



the context of the Hong Kong secondary school. The discussion has
shown how teachers are influenced by ‘their understanding of the
system in which they work and their roles within it’ (Richards,
1996:284). The strength of those influences is perhaps most notable in
the case of Maggie. Although in many ways the most individual and
rebellious of the subjects, Maggie revealed, in both her comments
and her practices, a large degree of conformity, albeit grudging, to the
prevailing culture.

At the same time, there is individuality of response. Each teacher’s
beliefs and practices are influenced not only by the macro-culture of
society (and such factors as the syllabus, the textbooks, the examination
system, the expectations of parents and student characteristics), but also
by the micro-culture of their particular institution. Many of the individ-
ual variations noted in the discussion above may be associated at least in
part with differences in teaching conditions between schools. The
strength of these macro- and micro-cultural influences is especially note-
worthy in the case of Joanna, whose cognitions and practices regarding
subject matter have undergone a marked change as a result of her move
from a very traditional secondary school to a technical college and her
recognition that the new working environment presents a different set of
‘situated possibilities’ (Benner, Tanner and Chesla, 1996).

The relationship between cognitions and practice noted in this case
study in many ways reflects the findings reported in Breen et al. (2001).
In their analysis of teachers’ principles and classroom practices, Breen et
al. (pp. 495–6) identify complex relationships between principles and
practices: for instance, that a shared principle might be implemented
through a diverse range of practices, while a common practice may be
justified by a variety of principles. Similarly, among these 17 teachers, it
was evident that a shared principle, such as that grammar learning is a
process of ‘accumulating entities’, might be associated with a different
set of practices for each teacher: the majority adopting a primarily
deductive approach, others preferring to employ a more inductive
approach, and each doing so in individual ways. It was also noted that
a common practice, for example explicit form-focused presentation and
practice of grammar, was justified by a range of principles: explicit
knowledge of grammar supports the development of implicit knowledge;
students need to be adequately prepared for their written examinations;
students need to feel that they have learned something specific in a lesson.
At the same time, it seemed that, as with Breen et al.’s subjects, ‘despite
individual diversity in the teachers’ enacting of their role, as a collective
there is an underlying and consistent pattern between the ways they
think about their work and the ways in which they act in the language
class’ (2001:496).
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4.5.8 The evolution of subject-matter cognitions

Further data were gathered about the subject-matter cognitions of three
of these teachers seven years after the first data-collection exercise. All
three teachers who took part in the follow-up study (Eva, Maggie and
Tony) were among those who were less convinced about the value of
explicit grammar knowledge for L2 learners. The aim of the study was
to find out to what extent and in what ways L2 teachers’ subject-matter
cognitions develop over an extended period of time (see Andrews, 2006,
for details of the study). The data from this follow-up study suggested
that the grammar-related cognitions of these three teachers had actually
altered very little. Their underlying beliefs about grammar pedagogy and
the role of explicit grammar teaching seemed to be largely unchanged.
The same was true of their explicit knowledge of grammar and grammar
terminology, as measured by the 60-item LA test referred to in 4.5.2.

There were certain aspects of the subject-matter cognitions of these
three teachers which had evolved in some ways. Both Maggie and Tony,
for instance, now have less compartmentalised views of grammar, and
an enhanced awareness of the role of grammar in discourse, while Eva
and Tony seem to have a broader understanding of the methodological
options for dealing with grammar. However, the evolution of their
subject-matter cognitions appeared to have been uneven and rather
limited, possibly because they had not actively sought to develop this
aspect of their professional competence through further study, formal or
informal. All three teachers have engaged in various forms of profes-
sional development in recent years (at the time of writing, Eva and
Maggie are both enrolled on doctoral programmes), but none of them
has opted to focus significantly on grammar in any of the courses they
have taken. Such findings are consistent with those in other studies: that
teacher learning in an area is dependent on a teacher investing time and
effort in that specific area and actively seeking out related professional
challenges (Tsui, 2003), and that those teachers who do not actively seek
knowledge do not get it (Borg, 2005).

Perhaps the most noteworthy feature of the evolution of these teach-
ers’ subject-matter cognitions as revealed by the follow-up study is the
importance of the teachers’ interaction with context. Huberman (1993),
among others, emphasises that context does not impact upon teacher
development in a deterministic way. Instead, as Huberman (1993) points
out, the process is interactive: individuals act on as well as adapt to their
social environment. As noted earlier, Tsui (2003) makes a similar point
when talking about the ‘situated’ nature of teacher knowledge. The indi-
vidual variability of this interactive process was strongly evident in the
follow-up study (Andrews, 2006). All three of the teachers have had to
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adapt to some extent to the conditions and expectations of their working
environment. However, each one has responded to the work context in
different ways.

Maggie and Eva, for instance, have both been pro-active in shaping
their situational response and in working towards the achievement of a
satisfactory compromise between their beliefs about language pedagogy
and the constraints of the context. Maggie has achieved this by moving
to a more academic and genuinely English-medium (EMI) school, and
then negotiating for herself a timetable that keeps the need to focus on
grammar to a minimum. Meanwhile, Eva, who is the Panel Chair (Head
of the English Department) in the school to which she has moved, is
taking advantage of her position to assign herself classes only with the
most senior forms, where she feels she has the best chance of being able
to teach in accordance with her principles.

Of the three, Tony is the one who has compromised the most with the
expectations of his working environment. However, Tony’s story is a
little different from Maggie’s and Eva’s, in that it illustrates how teach-
ers’ thinking and practice may be influenced by events in their personal
lives at least as much as by professional considerations. We shall there-
fore examine the case of Tony in more detail in 4.5.9.

4.5.9 Subject-matter cognitions and the context of teaching: the case
of Tony

Tony teaches in a Chinese-medium co-educational secondary school in
an industrial area of the New Territories. He joined the school after
gaining one year’s experience in a similar school in the same district.

When Tony started teaching, he had limited subject-matter knowledge
(his first degree is in Social Sciences) and no pedagogical training. At that
stage his ideas about teaching grammar: ‘mostly came from the way I
was taught in secondary school. I was modelling my English teacher at
that time.’ His approach focused on the transmission of grammar rules,
followed by mechanical practice exercises.

This approach was not entirely consistent with Tony’s own views of
the best way to acquire languages: ‘if we teach grammar, we just teach
grammar only, then . . . we can’t help the students . . . to learn English’.
He taught like this because he was following instructions: ‘I just follow
. . . what I was told to do . . . If I can decide what I can teach, I will give
them passages to read and just let them recognise grammar items.’ He
also found that this formulaic rule-driven approach to the teaching of
grammar was initially popular with students, even though he personally
doubted its value: ‘to them it’s quite important, because there’s some-
thing they can study . . . the grammar . . . To them it’s quite . . . helpful
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cos they can study for their exams. But to me, I don’t think it’s enough
to teach them so many grammar items.’

However, the deficiencies of this rule-driven approach became increas-
ingly apparent to Tony, partly because of the response of the students:
‘They found that grammar was very difficult. It’s a very difficult thing and
then it’s very boring. And I found that it’s quite difficult for me to teach
them, too. It’s kind of boring just to tell them the forms and ask them to
do exercises. So I started to question whether teaching grammar is the
right way to help students to learn English.’ As a result of such reflections,
as Tony’s awareness of the available options increased, he modified his
approach, trying to reduce the focus on explicit grammar teaching and
instead introducing tasks, tailored to a level that would suit the students
in the school: ‘I tried to teach less grammar. I used the lessons to ask them
to read newspapers . . . and I encouraged students to borrow books from
the library, and read story-books when they have spare time. And I started
to organise a lot of activities during the lessons and tried to make students
use the language forms in a more meaningful way.’

These changes met with mixed success, however. There was initial
interest among the students, but Tony found it very tiring to prepare suit-
able tasks, and he also found it difficult to implement a more holistic,
task-based approach to language teaching in a school where the assess-
ment system still emphasised discrete-point testing of language items and
where the Principal took a particularly keen interest in the public exam-
ination results. He has therefore reverted to a more grammar-based
approach: ‘I was exhausted. And I had no time to prepare some more
tasks. So I just went back to the textbook, the grammar textbook, doing
exercises.’ According to Tony, ‘I’ve been forced to change. I have to
teach grammar, otherwise my students will fail. I will lose my job. It’s a
pity, right?’

Tony’s re-adoption of a more grammar-focused approach to teaching
has also taken place in the aftermath of an event in his life that has had
a particularly significant impact on his development as a teacher. In May
2003, he was diagnosed as suffering from depression, and was obliged
to take a long period of sick leave:

I think it [my depression] is related to how I see myself. I always
demand myself to do a lot of things, to try to be idealistic all the
time, but that’s not the reality. So I don’t think it’s the frustrations
that I face in teaching that make me have the depression. Of
course, it had some contributions . . . I mean the workload, the
kind of frustrations when I see the HKCEE results, and the
pressure from the Principal . . . all these will contribute to the
pressure. But the underlying most important thing is not all these
factors . . . it’s how I see myself.
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Tony thought about moving to another school during his sick leave,
and was tempted by an offer elsewhere. But worries about the salary and
the likelihood that the pressures would be just as great led him to stay in
his present job, and to reappraise his whole approach to teaching: ‘I
become more relaxed, and teach what I was told to do. I do what I was
told to do, teaching grammar, and helping students to get a pass in tests.’
Tony has modified his teaching approach for very pragmatic reasons:
‘The school will evaluate me in terms of what I have taught to the stu-
dents. OK, if their results are not good enough, they will look at what I
have taught. If I try to make something not according to their syllabus
and everything screws up, that will be my responsibility. But if I have
done what I was told to do, and their results are not good, then it’s prob-
ably not my responsibility. So I was forced to change.’

Tony’s understandings of grammar have broadened considerably
during the past eight years. He now pays attention in his teaching to
aspects of what he calls ‘genre grammar’, and he has more fully formed
views of where grammar might fit into a more ‘meaning-focused’ task-
based approach. However, his underlying views of grammar and its role
in teaching have not changed fundamentally: he still sees the need for stu-
dents to know ‘the basics’, supported by as much exposure to the lan-
guage as possible.

Although Tony has now reverted to an explicitly form-focused
approach, his handling of grammar in the classroom has evolved to some
extent since his first years of teaching. He still describes his approach as
‘chalk and talk’, but he now gives the students a chance to talk as well
and pushes them to take responsibility for their learning: ‘In the past I
do all the talking all the time. I make sentences on the blackboard and
write down the other things. But now I will talk, give them the forms plus
examples, and then I will ask them to make sentences, ask them to stand
up, and give the sentence orally. That’s the main difference. They have
their turn to participate. They can use the language forms. They can try
it out.’

4.6 Conclusion

In this chapter, we have examined the relationship between teachers’ lan-
guage awareness and their cognitions about subject matter. In the course
of the discussion, we have noted the following:

• the importance of recognising how different aspects of teachers’ think-
ing, or cognitions (most notably their knowledge, feelings, beliefs and
understandings), intermesh;
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• the potentially crucial influence that feelings, beliefs and understand-
ings about subject matter (together with declarative knowledge) can
exert on the procedural dimension of TLA through their impact upon
the decisions teachers make about content-related issues in their ped-
agogical practice;

• the contextually developed nature of subject-matter cognitions and
TLA, which was examined in relation to a group of teachers all
working within the specific macro-context of Hong Kong;

• the interactive nature of the process of development of teachers’
grammar-related cognitions, with individuals acting on as well as
adapting to their working environment, as seen from the experiences
of a small sub-group of the Hong Kong teachers;

• the close relationship (as illustrated by Tony’s story) between the indi-
vidual teacher’s subject-matter cognitions, and that teacher’s work
environment and life experiences which both frame and help to shape
those cognitions.

The following chapter examines the relationship between TLA and ped-
agogical practice, both in general and also in context, focusing on the
teachers discussed in the present chapter.
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Questions for discussion and reflection

1) Do you have any ‘maxims’ or ‘guiding principles’ which sum up
aspects of your approach to the teaching and learning of lan-
guage? If so, what are they? How did you acquire them?

2) How do your own students feel about grammar? Why do you
think they have such feelings? What are your own feelings and
beliefs about grammar?

3) To what extent have your own knowledge, feelings, beliefs and
understandings about grammar evolved since you started teach-
ing? What is the most significant change that you are aware of?
What prompted that change?

4) To what extent do you think that the development of your cog-
nitions about subject matter has been influenced by the context(s)
in which you have (a) taught language or (b) learned language?
Can you recall specific individuals, incidents or experiences
within those contexts that have influenced your thinking about
subject matter? How have they influenced you?

5) In the institution where you work, who are the key stakeholders?
What are those stakeholders’ expectations in relation to
grammar and grammar pedagogy? To what extent and in what
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ways is your own teaching influenced by your understandings of
stakeholder expectations?

6) Tony’s story demonstrates the potential importance of life expe-
rience in the development of teachers’ cognitions, including their
subject-matter cognitions. Are there experiences in your own life
(out of school) which have had an impact on your thinking about
teaching in general, and your handling of language content (espe-
cially grammar) in particular?



5 TLA and pedagogical practice

5.1 Introduction

The present chapter focuses on TLA in pedagogical practice, examining
how the L2 teacher’s language awareness both influences and is influ-
enced by that teacher’s engagement with the content of learning. The
chapter begins with snapshots of various teachers’ TLA and engagement
with the content of learning, before moving on to considering the rela-
tionship between TLA and materials: to what extent do materials influ-
ence, determine or constrain TLA in pedagogical practice, and how far
does TLA affect teachers’ handling of materials?

As we have noted at various points so far, there is a crucial distinction
between the two dimensions of TLA: the declarative dimension (the pos-
session of subject-matter knowledge) and the procedural dimension
(‘knowledge-in-action’). In order for the L2 teacher’s handling of the
content of learning to be ‘language-aware’, that teacher needs to possess
not only a certain level of knowledge of the language systems of the
target language, but also those qualities (i.e. the ‘awareness’) that will
enable the subject-matter knowledge base to be accessed easily and
drawn upon appropriately and effectively in the act of teaching.

The relationship between TLA and the way teachers engage with the
content of learning in the act of teaching is a complex one. That com-
plexity is partly a reflection of the different interpretations associated
with the word ‘engagement’. The two relevant meanings in this case are
(i) its neutral application to the act of engaging in or with something (i.e.
‘involvement’), and (ii) its use with attitudinal connotations (to convey
‘commitment’ as opposed to ‘detachment’, for example). The attitudinal
interpretation of ‘engagement’ highlights the ‘macro’ level of the rela-
tionship with TLA, and the general stance that the teacher takes towards
form- (or formS-) focused teaching. With this interpretation, engagement
is seen as affecting TLA, in that the application of TLA in pedagogical
practice may be significantly influenced by the extent to which the
teacher seriously engages with content-related issues in the classroom at
all, and by the relative importance the teacher gives to the language focus
of the lesson rather than to questions of methodology, classroom organ-
isation and student responsiveness. The neutral interpretation, on the
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other hand, focuses attention on the ‘micro’ level of the teacher’s han-
dling of language at every stage of the act of teaching. With this neutral
interpretation, the direction of the relationship is reversed: in so far as
the teacher does engage with content-related issues, the quality of that
engagement, in whatever form it takes, will potentially be affected to a
large extent by the TLA of that teacher.

Table 4 illustrates some of the aspects of enactment of the curriculum
that may be affected by this interplay between TLA and the teacher’s
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Table 4: Engagement with the content of learning and enactment of the
curriculum

1. General priorities and strategies
(a) Priority given to language issues in planning

• What is the teacher’s major focus in planning?
• Methodology?
• Classroom organisation?
• Language? 

• Does the teacher give attention to language issues in, e.g., skills
lessons?

(b) Strategies for dealing with challenges to subject-matter knowledge
• Does the teacher engage with such challenges, or seek to avoid

them? 
• Does the teacher attempt to fill gaps in his/her own 

subject-matter knowledge? If so, how?

2. Pre- and post-lesson thinking about language content
(a) Pre-lesson

• How does the teacher approach the task of planning the handling
of the language content of the lesson?

• How far do the teacher’s approaches take account of the learners?
(b) Post-lesson 

• Do any of the teacher’s post-lesson reflections focus on language
content? 

• Do such reflections feed back into the subsequent handling of
similar/related content?

3. Dealing with ‘input for learning’ in the classroom
(a) Teacher-produced input

• Does the teacher control his/her own language? 
• What use does the teacher make of metalanguage? 
• What explanations does the teacher provide? 
• How does the teacher respond to students’ questions about

language?
(b) Learner-produced input

• How does the teacher handle learner error?



engagement with the content of learning. This interplay will be explored
further in the following sections.

5.2 TLA and engagement with the content of learning

Let us begin by looking at snapshots of two teachers, Shirley and Pearl,
who have little in common, beyond the fact that they are both Hong
Kong Chinese female teachers of L2 English who happen to be taking
the same in-service programme of initial professional training. They
teach in different types of institution and work with students of differ-
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Snapshot 5: Shirley

Shirley teaches English in a technical institute in an industrial area
of the New Territories. She previously taught in secondary schools
for five years. Most of her technical institute students left school the
previous year with minimal qualifications and are now taking voca-
tional courses. The students’ English is generally weak, but English
is the medium of instruction in the majority of their technical sub-
jects, and therefore English classes are a compulsory part of their
study programme.

Shirley is teaching a group of twenty-four Computing Studies stu-
dents. They are a mixed-gender group, containing more boys than
girls. Most of the group are 17 years old. The theme of the lesson is
‘Making enquiries’. The students have been given a task requiring
them to find out about a laptop computer which they are thinking
of buying. Having brainstormed items they want information about
(such as price, speed, memory and functions), the students are
working out how to make the appropriate direct wh-questions. In
relation to the first item of information (price), one student produces
the question: ‘How much is the computer cost?’

Shirley handles the student’s error as follows:

It costs $20,000. So how’s the question? Do you say
How much is the computer cost? . . . But how much . . .
It is a verb, right? [pointing to costs on her OHT] so How
much . . . ? [student: does] Yes, right. The whole question
again. How much . . . ? [students: How much does the
computer cost?] Yes, right. How much does the computer
cost? [writing] Cost, -s or no -s? No -s, right? Because you
have does here [writing], so you have no -s.



ent age groups. They also have contrasting educational and professional
backgrounds. What brings Shirley and Pearl together in these snapshots
is the fact that they are dealing with very similar student-produced
errors.

If we look at the way the two teachers deal with these errors, what do
we see? In Shirley’s case, the error is dealt with clearly, efficiently and
comprehensively. Shirley begins by focusing on the word cost to make
sure that the student was trying to use it as a verb in his question (the
way it is used in the example sentence on her overhead transparency)
rather than as a noun. Having confirmed that cost is in this case a verb,
she elicits the appropriate auxiliary does from one of the students before
guiding the whole class to produce the full question. Finally she makes
sure that the student’s attention is drawn to the fact that there is no -s at
the end of cost, because it is the auxiliary rather than the main verb in
the wh-question that is inflected for tense/person. It is clear from the way
Shirley handles this error that she is trying to view the problem from the
learner/learning perspective. She realises that there are potentially two
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Snapshot 6: Pearl

As noted in the Prologue, Pearl teaches in a co-educational sec-
ondary school on Hong Kong Island. The snapshot is from the same
lesson as in the Prologue: the students are a group of twenty 11- to
12-year-olds. The entire 40-minute lesson is focused on the Present
Simple and Present Progressive. The students have been taught these
forms before, both at primary school and again earlier this year, but
as they are ‘remedial’ students, the school thinks that they need
further revision.

Pearl begins the lesson by taking the students through the uses of
the two verb forms, as set out in the Secondary 1 textbook. The last
half-hour of the lesson is spent on working through the grammar
exercises in the accompanying workbook, each one involving mul-
tiple-choice, mechanical sentence transformation or blank-filling.
While they are correcting a question-formation exercise orally, one
of the students produces the question: ‘How much it is cost?’

Pearl handles the student’s error as follows:

Cost is a verb, OK? When cost is a verb, what should we use?
Yes? [inaudible student response] . . . does it cost . . . does it
cost. When you have the verb, you do not use is. You use
does or do. Here you say How much does it cost? Do you
get it?



reasons for the error: confusion over whether cost is a verb or noun, and
selection of an inappropriate auxiliary. She therefore systematically
addresses both reasons, starting with the former, since the latter presup-
poses identification of cost as a verb. In doing so, she keeps her own lan-
guage at an appropriate level of simplicity and non-technicality, and says
or writes nothing that is potentially confusing. Instead, she makes briskly
efficient use of both OHT and whiteboard to make salient the points she
wants her students to notice.

In Pearl’s treatment of the error, she also begins by emphasising that
cost is a verb, before she supplies the correct version of the question with
the appropriate auxiliary. It might therefore be argued that Pearl, like
Shirley, is endeavouring to analyse the error from the point of view of
the learner. Thereafter, however, the similarities between the two treat-
ments end. Pearl’s correction is neither clear nor comprehensive. First of
all, she produces a generalisation (‘When you have the verb, you do not
use is’) that could be very misleading in a lesson focusing on both Present
Simple and Present Progressive verb forms, as well as the verb to be.
Then, for whatever reason, she does nothing about the student’s error of
word order in a wh-question.

It is, of course, dangerous (and potentially unfair to the teacher
involved) to jump to conclusions based on a snapshot that does not take
account of the teacher’s perspective on events. There could, for example,
be a number of reasons for Pearl’s non-treatment of the student’s word-
order error. She may simply not have heard it. Or she may have made a
deliberate decision not to focus on it explicitly – regarding it as a per-
formance slip, or perhaps feeling that her young and relatively weak stu-
dents would not be able to cope with too many points to remember at
once. It would also be wrong to generalise about the procedural dimen-
sion of a teacher’s language awareness on the evidence of a single snap-
shot, which may be quite unrepresentative of a teacher’s general
behaviour. As we noted in Chapter 2, with any teacher there will be vari-
ation in the degree of skill with which language-related issues are
handled in class, within a single lesson as well as across classes. However,
these two teachers were observed teaching in their schools on at least
three occasions. They were also videotaped performing various tasks
that simulated aspects of pedagogical practice. On the basis of that evi-
dence, I would claim that both snapshots are typical examples and fair
representations of the way that Shirley and Pearl engage with grammar
in their teaching.

In an earlier study (Andrews, 2001), I examined aspects of the
complex interrelationship between TLA and teachers’ engagement with
the content of learning. This complexity is in part due, as noted above,
to the different interpretations of the word ‘engagement’, but it is also
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linked to the nature of TLA, where awareness is dependent upon
knowledge but is not synonymous with it. As we have seen from the
snapshots so far, problems with language awareness take various
forms. There are teachers who have knowledge, and whose declarative
TLA is very sound, but who lack awareness. Such teachers possess the
relevant knowledge base, but they lack the ability, for instance, to
view the challenges of language content from the learner/learning per-
spective, and/or the ability to monitor aspects of their own language
output. There are also teachers who have a degree of awareness,
but who lack knowledge. These teachers may be capable of reflection,
and of perceiving the needs and problems of their students, and they
may well be aware of the importance of viewing what is to be
taught from the learning perspective. They may, however, find that
their attempts to engage with content-related issues are undermined by
a lack of knowledge.

Whilst acknowledging this complexity, and the fact that both TLA and
engagement (commitment) are matters of degree, the discussion in
Andrews (2001) offers four possible profiles of teachers illustrating dif-
ferent combinations of awareness and engagement:
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• Teacher A engages with content fully, in a principled manner. She
possesses a sound language systems knowledge base, is well aware
of issues of language content, confident about her ability to handle
them and fully prepared to engage with them from a learner/
learning perspective.

• Teacher B, by contrast, adopts a position of principled, informed
detachment from content issues. Like Teacher A, she too possesses
a very solid language systems knowledge base, but she espouses a
set of teacher beliefs which emphasise fluency/acquisition to the
virtual exclusion of any explicit focus on grammar.

• Teacher C attempts to engage with issues of language content but
does so in a naïve, ill-informed way. She appreciates the need to
try to engage with such issues but lacks the knowledge base, the
awareness and/or the confidence to do so effectively.

• Teacher D does not attempt to engage with issues of language
content and lacks the language systems knowledge base which
might enable her to do so effectively. She may be unaware of the
desirability of engaging with the language-related aspects of her
teaching, or she may simply be unsure how best to engage with
content. (Andrews, 2001:86)



Probably in the EFL context, the principled non-engagement of a
Teacher B is a rarity. As Fotos has noted (see, e.g., Fotos, 2005), in many
EFL (as opposed to ESL) situations, the L2 is being taught within a cen-
trally controlled education system with a set curriculum, prescribed text-
books and highly competitive high-stakes public examinations which
require the demonstration of grammar knowledge. Within such a
context, most teachers are likely to feel that they have little alternative
but to engage with form. However, the intensity and quality of such
engagement may differ markedly.

In the case of the two EFL teachers we have just looked at in Snapshots
5 and 6 (Shirley and Pearl), Shirley is much the less influenced by the con-
textual factors referred to by Fotos (2005): she is teaching in a technical
institute, where a more communicative (‘task-based’) approach is
encouraged, she and a team of colleagues devise their own materials
(because there is no textbook), and her students are not studying towards
any high-stakes English examination. Pearl, by contrast, is in a school
where she is obliged to focus on formS in her teaching. Although her
Secondary 1 students are at least four years away from their first public
examination, the internal tests and examinations throughout the school
involve a substantial grammar component, and the students all have a
grammar workbook which has been bought by the parents and which
therefore needs to show signs of having been used. The Hong Kong
English Language curriculum may have been conceptualised in accord-
ance with communicative (and now ‘task-based’) principles, but the real-
isation in many secondary schools, including Pearl’s, has been a very
weak form of CLT/TBLT.

In spite of these contextual differences, both Shirley and Pearl
engage with grammar in the sense of being committed to the import-
ance of grammar in L2 teaching. According to Pearl, for instance: ‘if
you want to speak good English, I think you need to study grammar’,
while Shirley, as noted in the previous chapter, sees a clear role for
grammar in L2 teaching and learning, within a communicative frame-
work. There are, however, differences in the intensity of their engage-
ment. Shirley is very interested in grammar, and this carries over
into her teaching: ‘actually I enjoy teaching grammar, particularly if I
can see that the students are learning grammar to do something mean-
ingful’. Pearl, on the other hand, gives the impression of being com-
mitted out of a sense of needing to conform to the expectations of the
school, the students and their parents, and a feeling that grammar is a
necessary part of learning L2 English. Pearl exhibits no great interest in
grammar, and in both her observed lessons and in interviews she seems
unsure of herself when handling grammar or discussing grammar-
related issues.
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The differences between Shirley and Pearl in the intensity of their
engagement with grammar, and also in the quality of any such engage-
ment, may well be linked to their backgrounds. Shirley has a first degree
in English Language and Literature and has always been interested in
language and languages. All her study experience has been in Hong
Kong, but she is multilingual, having learned Japanese as well as English,
Putonghua and her mother tongue, Cantonese. She was actively involved
in English clubs and societies both at school and university, and she has
pursued her studies of English to an advanced level, completing an MPhil
study of an area of English syntax. Pearl’s background is in marked con-
trast. Pearl is not an English subject specialist. Having attended a
Putonghua-medium primary school, and a secondary school where most
of the teaching was mixed-code Cantonese and English, she received her
tertiary education in the United States, taking a first degree in
Accounting followed by a ‘Special Major’ in Home Economics. Her
school public examination results in English were not especially good (a
grade C in the HKCEE), and although she is a fluent communicator in
English who continues to use the language to some extent in her social
life, it is hardly surprising, given her background, to find that she lacks
confidence in her ability to deal successfully with grammar, and that the
quality of her engagement with content leaves something to be desired.
From this analysis, I would suggest that Shirley possesses many of the
characteristics of Teacher A above, while the profile of Teacher C
appears to be a fairly accurate representation of Pearl, from the evidence
available.

5.3 Engagement with the content of learning: the case of
Maggie

The complexity of the interaction between engagement and TLA in peda-
gogical practice may be seen even more clearly if we look at the case of
one particular teacher, Maggie, who was mentioned in Chapter 4, par-
ticularly in 4.5.8. Maggie’s background and interests lead her to describe
herself as ‘not much of a grammar person’. However, her early years of
teaching place her in a situation where she feels obliged to teach
grammar. Snapshot 7 below describes one such lesson, which seems to
have been fairly typical.

Maggie’s own learning of English was mainly through immersion.
Although her primary school teachers explicitly ‘taught grammar’, she
had plenty of opportunity to be exposed to English and to use it outside
the classroom. Her father (a fluent speaker of English, who used the lan-
guage all the time in his work) was a role model in this regard, and had
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a strong influence on Maggie’s attitude towards English. She was
encouraged to develop the habit of reading English books for pleasure
and watching TV in English, and she had opportunities to use the lan-
guage naturally in communication with her father’s Indian business
partner.

At her English-medium secondary school, Maggie was in a ‘language-
rich’ environment. In junior forms (Secondary 1–3, i.e. from the age of
11 to 14), grammar was not taught separately, and it was only in
Secondary 4 that Maggie encountered a teacher who focused explicitly
on grammar. It was not a positive experience: ‘It was extremely boring
to take grammar lessons. I didn’t quite understand her explanation, or
maybe I didn’t pay attention. The grammar book became a big doodle
book. I didn’t, and still don’t, believe one can really learn how to use
grammar this way. I mean one can learn grammar, but not how to use it.
There are too many rules and exceptions; I simply couldn’t remember
them all.’ However, this teacher was the exception in employing such an
approach: in general, Maggie’s own experience of language learning
involved acquiring implicit knowledge of grammar through using the
language, rather than focusing on the development of explicit grammar
knowledge.

After secondary school, Maggie pursued her tertiary studies in the
United States as a Business Major. Her undergraduate programme did
not involve any attention to grammar. However, Maggie’s spoken
English continued to develop: as a result of her studies, her close contact
with her host family and the whole immersion experience. Then, on her
return to Hong Kong, Maggie obtained her first teaching position, in a
large, modern co-educational secondary school in one of the ‘new towns’
in Hong Kong’s New Territories. The medium of instruction in the
school was officially English, but in reality the teachers of many subjects
operated in a Cantonese-English bilingual oral mode and an English
written mode. The job was intended to be temporary, but Maggie ended
up staying in the school for eight years. At the time of the lesson in
Snapshot 7, she was in her third year of teaching, and had just begun her
postgraduate in-service initial training (the Postgraduate Certificate in
Education, or PCEd).

At this stage of her career, Maggie found that her lack of explicit
knowledge about grammar, and particularly terminology, set her apart
from her colleagues: ‘Teachers around me seemed to have a big vocabu-
lary for grammar, especially my Panel Head. He couldn’t read or write
[English], but he was very good at throwing those grammatical terms
every time we had a meeting. I had to read some grammar text
books before I actually knew what they were talking about.’ When
Maggie began her PCEd course, she also felt that she was different from
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her peers, because she lacked ‘literacy of grammar’. As she recalls the
experience: ‘Sitting in the PCEd class was a nightmare. The classmates
were all grammarians. I had absolutely no idea what they were talking
about.’

Although Maggie was, from the beginning, a teacher with an instinct-
ively strong commitment to communicative language teaching, largely as
a result of her own experiences as a learner, she nevertheless recognised
that the students she was teaching had markedly different expectations
and abilities compared with her own and her classmates’ when she was
at school: ‘When I was studying, we don’t have grammar lesson at all . . .
We just sort of learned it through, I don’t know, reading speaking or lis-
tening. For some reason it did seem simple to learn when I was young . . .
But when I look at my students, they have no idea how to get those
things. They have to go formula type. They have to . . . OK, if you have
such situation, then you use -ing form.’

Maggie therefore made an effort to engage with the content of learn-
ing, resenting the pressure from her Panel Head, but recognising that she
needed to respond to the expectations of her students. As she did so,
however, she was sceptical of the ultimate value of explicit grammar
teaching, feeling it had little impact on students’ interlanguage: ‘When
this is like at least their tenth year of learning English, they already have
their own whole set of language system, their own version of English. Or
their own version of Chinese. So it’s like we have to wipe out a little part
of what they have and put in my version of it. Well, which I hope it should
be the right one, the more appropriate one. So it’s difficult sometimes . . .
they’re refusing to erase that part of their system, or any add-on.’

Snapshot 7 (see p. 104) is a summary of one of Maggie’s lessons, given
early on in her third year as a secondary school teacher of L2 English.

From the snapshot, we can see Maggie making every effort, in so far
as she is able, to engage with the content of learning (with the added
‘push’, or pressure, of being videotaped as she does so). She is doing
something to which, as we have seen, she is committed neither intellec-
tually nor emotionally. Even seven years after the lesson, her inability to
engage with the content of learning with any such commitment is
unchanged: ‘Basically I know how to use it, but when I try to explain it,
it’s still like really messy, unless I really prepare for it . . . and if they just
like ask me, it’s really embarrassing as a teacher. But I really am not inter-
ested in grammar, and every time I open a book, it’s like when I was a
kid. I just get really bored.’

Unfortunately, Maggie’s attempts to engage with the subject-matter
content of this particular lesson might also be described as ‘really messy’.
At every stage of the lesson, her TLA seems to impact on the input she
provides for her students in a variety of unproductive ways.
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Snapshot 7: Maggie

Maggie is teaching a class of 40 Secondary 3 students (13- to 14-year-
olds). She is working from a textbook assigned by the Panel Head,
entitled English Usage. The focus of today’s lesson is Unit 3 Active
or Passive? Each unit of the book follows a similar pattern: exposi-
tion of the ‘rules’ relating to the specific language structure, followed
by a series of rather mechanical practice exercises with minimal
contextualisation. Maggie decides to supplement the textbook with
activities and authentic materials in order to attract the interest of her
students.

Maggie begins by introducing the active and passive contrast via
a ‘role play’ situation (acted out by students using cue-cards) involv-
ing a robber and a passer-by. A third student (a reporter) writes the
following on the blackboard (copying from Maggie’s cue-card: ‘A
passer-by was told by the robber to hold up her hands. All her
money was given to the robber’. Maggie uses this to introduce the
idea that the robber is doing the action. She therefore writes active
next to the word robber (in the first sentence) and passive next to
passer-by. Maggie’s primary focus is on the transformation between
active and passive, and she provides a very unclear explanation of
use, seeming to suggest that active and passive are almost inter-
changeable:

If you want to put it in the active voice, we will have to say
Robber told the passer-by to . . . But then if we’re doing it in
the passive way, what is stressing is the person the action that
has been done . . . that means the passer-by . . . Passer-by
was told by robber to . . . So when we’re using active and
passive voice the sentence means exactly the same . . . they
carry exactly the same meaning . . . but what is different is
stressing the role, who is doing what . . . or who is being told
to do what.

She then gives her students a Calvin and Hobbes strip cartoon to
look at and asks them (in groups) to describe the story in the
cartoon using active and passive voice. Her students perform the
task enthusiastically. However, having been given no reasons for
the selection of one form in preference to the other, they produce
some very odd sentences, such as Hobbes is watched by Calvin,
The wild sound is made by Hobbes, Hobbes’s mouth was put in by
Calvin. Maggie accepts these sentences with no apparent hesitation



• Although Maggie herself is a fluent and extremely effective communi-
cator, who can effortlessly make appropriate choices of active or
passive in her own speech and writing, she does not appear to have a
clear understanding at an explicit level of the differences in use of the
two forms and the reasons for selecting one or the other. As a result,
her presentation and practice activities are potentially very confusing
when seen from the learners’ perspective. They also largely reinforce
the view (which students may well have formed on the basis of previ-
ous teaching) that active and passive are interchangeable.

• There is little evidence to suggest that Maggie’s TLA is actively
engaged in monitoring the messages she is sending to students through
what she writes on the board, through what she says and through her
reactions to the target language samples produced by the students. For
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and concludes the activity by saying ‘So it’s really simple to use
active and passive voice. The question you should be asking your-
self is “What is being done?” and “By whom?” “By which
person?” ’

After that, Maggie turns to the textbook, which provides a
partial explanation of when the passive is used. Maggie elaborates
briefly on some of the points (‘You put your emphasis on the action
being done’), before trying to make a connection with two ways of
making polite requests, taught the previous day in the context of a
letter of application (‘It would be appreciated if . . .’ and ‘I would
be grateful if’). She first of all says that both sentences are passive,
then concedes of the second ‘Well, actually this one is not passive’,
before switching her attention to making the point that ‘It would be
appreciated if . . .’ is more polite than ‘Would you do something
for me?’

Finally, she tries to make use of newspaper extracts and their
headlines to illustrate the active/passive contrast, giving her students
focus questions on her worksheet: ‘What is done – and by whom?
These are the questions you should ask regarding active/passive
voice.’

However, in her preparation, she appears to have underestimated
the problems posed by the first and most prominent of her extracts,
headlined ‘Fired up by Thai cuisine’. Not only is it difficult to relate
her focus questions to the headline, but the headline itself is also
almost certainly beyond the competence of most of her students,
both because of the lexis and also the problem of identifying a
subject for the ellipted verb phrase.



instance, she writes active next to the word robber in a passive sen-
tence, without appreciating the misunderstanding that could result.
She also allows some very odd sentences to be accepted without ques-
tion as grammatical and as situationally appropriate. For example, in
the sentence she cues as part of the presentation, All her money was
given to the robber, the use of the passive, although grammatically
correct, is very hard to justify logically and contextually (since it
appears to detach the victim from any involvement in the action of
giving the money). As for the student’s sentence Hobbes’s mouth was
put in by Calvin, this suggests a number of underlying problems;
however, the sentence is accepted without demur by Maggie.

• When Maggie draws on the textbook, her well-intentioned sponta-
neous attempt to make a connection with the previous day’s focus on
polite requests is undermined by the limitations of her TLA. This leads
her initially to divert students’ attention away from the points that
should have been made salient at this stage of the lesson – the guide-
lines on the use of passive voice as outlined in the textbook – and to
focus instead on politeness. It also causes her to miss the opportunity,
having turned the spotlight on to polite requests, to highlight the role
that the passive plays in adding a layer of politeness to the request
exponent encountered the previous day It would be appreciated if. . .
Finally, it results in her sowing the seeds of further potential confusion
with her own muddled remarks.

• It also seems that Maggie has not analysed the material she is using
from the point of view of her students. This may be partly due to the
time pressures that affect any busy teacher, but it is also consistent
with the generally superficial level of Maggie’s engagement with the
content of learning as observed in her preparation and delivery of a
number of lessons. The Calvin and Hobbes cartoon was chosen in
order to engage the students’ interest (which it did) but with seemingly
little thought as to the language it might generate and the problems
that might arise (both of form and information structure). Maggie’s
newspaper articles also seem to have been selected without the TLA
‘filter’ having been brought to bear on the process. Each text contains
at least one passive verb form, but during the lesson the articles posed
unanticipated challenges and introduced complex language that was
clearly inappropriate and distracting for her students.

As we have observed from this particular case, Maggie is a teacher
who, at an attitudinal level, finds it hard to engage with grammar. In her
own experience of language learning, explicit grammar knowledge seems
to have played a very limited role, and when she entered the teaching
profession, she found a marked mismatch between her own attitudes
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towards grammar and the expectations of both senior colleagues in her
school and her students. In response to those expectations, she has made
the effort to engage with the content of learning. However, as Snapshot
7 reveals, her attempts to engage with language content in her lesson on
Active or Passive? were fraught with problems. The quality of Maggie’s
engagement with language content can be seen to have been severely
compromised by the limitations of her TLA.

5.4 TLA and engagement with the language content of
teaching materials

L2 teachers around the world have varying degrees of autonomy as
regards the materials they use in their teaching. Some consider themselves
to have total autonomy, while others may feel that they have very little.
Maggie is probably typical of many L2 teachers in publicly funded school
systems in having some degree of autonomy in her use of materials (and
scope for supplementation with her own) while still being expected to
cover specified units of the published materials adopted by her school.

Because of such variations in autonomy, and in the ways individual
teachers respond to that autonomy at different stages of their careers, the
relationship between TLA, teaching materials and engagement with the
content of learning is not a simple one, in which, for example, a text-
book’s treatment of the content of learning determines how the teacher
engages with that content. When teachers make regular use of a particu-
lar textbook, the way that textbook handles the language content is
likely to be a major influence not only on the way teachers conceptualise
the possibilities of dealing with language content in their classes but also
on the on-going development of their TLA. The textbooks that a teacher
makes use of wherever he/she works form part of the context which
frames any teacher’s professional life and in which the teacher’s TLA
evolves. If the teacher works with the same textbook for a prolonged
period, then the influence of that textbook will be that much greater.
Some teachers may regard the influence of published materials as a con-
straint, particularly teachers who are obliged to work with textbooks
that they find uninspiring and/or inappropriate for their students. Others
may view textbooks more positively, as a resource containing a wealth
of teaching/learning ideas and teacher support, and therefore providing
learning opportunities for both student and teacher.

There is little doubt that well-written and appropriately chosen pub-
lished teaching materials are potentially of great benefit to teachers who
are uncertain, for whatever reason, about aspects of their language
knowledge (their proficiency and/or their knowledge about the language).
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Those materials are likely to offer valuable support for such teachers, via,
for example, rules of thumb that achieve a felicitous compromise between
simplicity, truth and clarity; well-chosen contextualised examples illus-
trating the use as well as the formal features of the language to be taught;
and samples of spoken and written text providing good models of the
target language variety.

However, the relationship between published materials and their users
is not one in which teachers can simply ‘disengage’ their TLA and dele-
gate all content-related responsibility to the textbook, whatever the
merits of that textbook. The work of the individual teacher (however
inexperienced) inevitably involves some sort of mediation of materials,
and therefore some measure of teacher engagement with the content of
learning, even when those materials have been carefully designed and well
selected, and even if more senior colleagues within an institution have
made prior decisions about which parts of a textbook are to be used
when, and how. As inexperienced teachers start to overcome their uncer-
tainties and acquire greater self-confidence, they are likely to want to
stamp their own personality on their use of the textbook materials, in
ways that teachers with less awareness of their own limitations (or fewer
inhibitions) may have already been doing from very early on in their
careers. As a result, most teachers, by the time they have gained a few
years’ classroom experience, will have become accustomed to mediating
the content of their teaching and learning materials. I would argue that
the TLA of the individual teacher will have a significant influence on the
quality of any such mediation related to the language content of those
materials. It is also TLA which will determine the extent to which the
teacher is able to become increasingly discriminating about the way in
which the textbook’s statements about grammar are made available to the
learners, and to intervene constructively in order to reduce the risk of
such statements (and their accompanying examples) encouraging the
learner to form incorrect hypotheses. It is these influences of TLA that
constitute the focus of this and the following section of the chapter.

Unfortunately, the reality in many parts of the world is that there is
not an ideal match of materials and learners’ needs/abilities. Teachers
working in the kind of education system Fotos (2005) describes, for
instance, may find themselves constrained by having to use textbooks
which are flawed or which, having been prescribed for system-wide use,
present an inappropriate level of challenge for many students, given the
inevitable range of learners and of teaching/learning contexts within the
system. For teachers working in such conditions, there is a particularly
pressing need for their TLA to be actively engaged in filtering the text-
book’s structuring of input for learning. For any teacher, but especially
for those with limited autonomy in their selection of materials, it
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becomes essential to develop the ability to analyse materials critically, to
locate potential sources of learner confusion and to take whatever action
is feasible within the constraints of the teaching situation to ensure that
the language input in the textbooks is made available to the learners in
a way that is potentially of maximum usefulness to them. The teacher’s
language awareness exerts a major influence on the extent to which that
teacher is able to engage effectively with the language content of mater-
ials in this way.

In spite of such arguments, teachers respond in very different ways to
expectations that it is an essential part of their role to form a bridge
between what the textbook says and what the students know, to provide
the kind of mediation that will facilitate comprehension. Some teachers
perform the role with great sensitivity and skill, but others are reluctant
to play such a role, especially in relation to grammar. Some appear not to
see it as appropriate to do so. Others may lack the confidence to go beyond
what the book says, or lack the awareness which would enable them to
see the need to do so. Teachers who are less reluctant may see the need to
do something, but lack the knowledge, awareness or experience to deal
with the problem correctly. Their own interventions may, as a result, serve
to increase rather than reduce confusion. All teachers may find their ability
to act as a bridge constrained by, for example, lack of preparation time.

5.5 Teachers’ engagement with the language content of
teaching materials: four contrasting snapshots

Snapshots 8, 9 and 10 (see pp. 110–13) illustrate some of the various
ways in which TLA impacts on teachers’ engagement with the language
content of published materials. Two of the three snapshots involve
female teachers we have met before: Rose (Snapshot 3) and Clara
(Snapshot 1). The third involves a male teacher, Yan. Snapshot 11
switches the focus to materials produced by the teacher (the teacher in
this case being Tony, who we met in 4.5.9), and demonstrates the need
for teachers to be as critical in the analysis of their own materials as they
are of published materials.

If we look at Snapshots 8, 9 and 10 in the light of the previous dis-
cussion, we see three markedly contrasting interactions between TLA,
teaching materials and the teacher’s engagement with the content of
learning as presented in those materials. There are major differences in
the extent to which the teachers actively engage in mediating the content
of learning, as well as in the quality of their engagement. The three teach-
ers also have varying degrees of success in ensuring that the language 
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Snapshot 8: Rose

Late one morning in early December, Rose is giving a lesson on
writing to a Secondary 4 class of forty-two girls (aged 14 to 15). The
class is working systematically through the assigned textbook
(Chamberlain and O’Neill, 1994), which is specifically designed to
provide preparation for the integrated skills paper of the HKCEE
English examination taken towards the end of Secondary 5.

In this particular 35-minute lesson, the students are examining the
characteristics of formal writing. As part of the process, Rose asks
them to read the textbook’s description of features of formal writing,
which begins as follows:

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Formal writing
We write in a formal way to strangers or to people who have power
over us. We also usually write in a formal way when we write in a
public way (e.g., a letter to a newspaper).

Below are some features of formal writing. Study them carefully.

� The subjects of sentences are often abstract:
• The idea that noise cannot hurt us is absurd.
• Clearly, the responsibility for solving this problem lies with the

Transport Department.
� The passive form is commonly used:

• Cars are being driven far too fast down this road.
• Women have never been considered totally equal to men.

� Conditionals are commonly used:
• We would appreciate it if you could arrange . . .
• It would be a good idea to consider . . .

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

When the students have silently read through the listed characteristics
of formal writing, Rose goes through each feature as outlined in the
textbook, adding almost nothing to what is stated in the book. The
only contribution she makes herself to the structuring of the input is
to alert her students to the need to remember these features the next
time they are doing a piece of formal writing.
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Snapshot 9: Clara

Clara is teaching the same Secondary 5 class (15- to 16-year-olds) as
in Snapshot 1. In this particular lesson, on a bright November
morning, Clara is devoting the entire 40 minutes to revising modal
auxiliaries.

In the first part of the lesson Clara goes through the four rules
about modals presented in the textbook. As she deals with each rule
in the textbook, she adds her own supplementary comments and
examples, which are intended to clarify the precise meaning of the
textbook’s necessarily brief explanation.

When she deals with the first rule (that modals do not add an -s
to the third person singular), she reinterprets this to mean that it is
not necessary to add an -s to the following verb when the modal is
in the third person singular. Her illustrative example of the error to
avoid is He can speaks several languages, and she gives no example
of the actual point intended in the textbook.

The second textbook rule is that modals do not have an infinitive
or participle form. Clara mediates this rule as follows:

Rule number 2, so they don’t have an infinitive or
participle form. That means we don’t need to add preposition
infinitive to in front of the modal verb. And then we don’t
have to add -ing after the modal verb.

Finally she focuses on the third and fourth rules set out in the text-
book:

• interrogative and negative uses of modals do not require do, and
• modals are followed by the infinitive without to, except in the case

of ought.

In her supplementary comments, Clara joins these two rules
together:

We don’t have any negative form, and we don’t need to put
the do into the sentence when we use the modal verb. So
except with the exceptional case the modal verb ought [writes
on blackboard] . . . What can you suggest to put after ought?
Infinitive to. Good.
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Snapshot 10: Yan

Yan teaches in a co-educational Chinese-medium secondary school,
which has recently moved to new purpose-built premises in a
working-class district at the eastern end of Hong Kong Island. Yan
has ten years’ experience as an English teacher, all in the same school.
Yan’s own secondary schooling was in a prestigious English-medium
school. He is a very proficient and confident communicator in
English.

One dank, grey February morning, Yan is teaching a Secondary 3
class (13- to 14-year-olds). His lesson is based upon a unit from the
textbook (Sampson, 1994), in which the grammar focus is the use of
the present participle to join two sentences with the same subject.
According to the textbook:

We can use the present participle, -ing, to join together two sen-
tences with the same subject.

Example: Mr Lee heard a noise. He got up and looked outside.
Hearing a noise, Mr Lee got up and looked outside.

Yan begins by focusing briefly on the example in the book, and then
introduces examples of his own, before asking the students to work
through the practice exercise in the textbook. The rubric for the
exercise establishes the context of a policeman going to the scene of
a robbery and then gives the following instructions:

Rewrite the sentences using the correct -ing participle. Follow
the example:
(1) Peter received a call on his radio. He went straight to the
scene of the robbery.
Receiving a call on his radio, Peter went straight to the scene
of the robbery.

The first two items in the exercise (numbered (2) and (3)) are
straightforward, provided the students follow the example and
understand the mechanics of the process. The next item in the exer-
cise is problematic, however, because the two sentences do not have
the same subject:
(4) The ambulance arrived a few minutes later. The man was taken

to hospital.

Fortunately, Yan spotted the problem when he was looking at the
textbook before the lesson. As a result, when the students reach
number 4, he is able to transform it into an interesting learning chal-
lenge, by setting his students the task of resolving the problem. He



input in the textbook is made available to the learners in a way that is
potentially of maximum benefit to them. The language awareness of the
teacher appears to play a significant role in each of these snapshots of
pedagogical practice.

In the case of Rose’s lesson (Snapshot 8), the materials that she is
working with really need the teacher to act as a bridge, because the listed
features of formal writing are open to misinterpretation and leave so much
unsaid. To take the remark concerning the passive as an example, this may
indeed be true as far as it goes. However, without any accompanying infor-
mation about when or why the passive is used in formal writing, such a
statement is not only unhelpful, but also highly misleading and likely to
reinforce the tendency (familiar certainly to Hong Kong teachers) for stu-
dents to litter their written texts with inappropriate passive verb phrases.
The statement regarding ‘conditionals’ also needs mediation, not least
because the second example sentence is not ‘conditional’ in the sense with
which the students are most likely to be familiar (i.e. it does not contain
an if-clause). Faced with such materials, the L2 teacher finds his/her TLA
challenged on at least two levels. The first challenge is one of perceiving
that there is indeed a potential weakness or problem in the textbook. The
second challenge (which depends on the first challenge having been met)
is to think of ways of overcoming the problem so that the learners are pre-
sented with more accurate, useful or digestible input. As Snapshot 8 indi-
cates, Rose’s handling of the materials suggests that this particular
challenge has passed her by. She appears not to perceive any weakness in
the textbook extract (and fails to do so even when prompted in post-lesson
discussion). Instead, her grammar-related classroom behaviour (on this
occasion and in other observed lessons) comes across as unaware, uncrit-
ical and accepting of all that the textbook says. To what extent this is due
to a lack of declarative knowledge and/or awareness is difficult to judge.
It could equally be caused by a lack of confidence in her own TLA (we
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begins by asking them if there is any problem in combining the two
sentences. When one of the students tells him that the subjects of the
two sentences are different, Yan asks them how they can overcome
the difficulty. After some thought and discussion, another student
suggests modifying the two original sentences so that the subjects are
the same. Under Yan’s guidance, the students are able to do this by
making a change to the second sentence: The ambulance took the
man to hospital. They can then join the sentences in accordance with
the desired pattern: Arriving a few minutes later, the ambulance took
the man to hospital.



noted in 4.5.3 Rose’s fear of grammar) and an uncritical assumption as a
relatively inexperienced teacher that ‘the textbook must know best’,
allowing the TLA ‘filter’ to be bypassed.

Clara (Snapshot 9), by contrast, is using materials where the limitations
are less obvious. Although brief, the explanations of the formal proper-
ties of modals contained in the materials are quite clear. However, Clara
recognises that the brevity of the explanations may make them difficult
for her students to understand. Although Clara is no more experienced a
teacher than Rose, she seems to be rather less plagued by self-doubt about
her ability to deal with grammar in her teaching. She therefore attempts
to engage with the language content of the textbook unit and to play a
mediating role by rephrasing and adding to the textbook explanations in
order to make each of the rules more accessible to the learners.
Unfortunately, however, her TLA appears to be unequal to the task. As a
result, each of her interventions adds confusion rather than aiding com-
prehension, casting doubts not only on her ability to monitor her own
output but also on her own understanding of what the textbook says.

Yan’s lesson in Snapshot 10 again shows a teacher who is actively engag-
ing with the content of learning as presented by the textbook. However,
the quality of the engagement is quite different: with Yan we see an
example of textbook mediation in which the teacher’s language awareness
is engaged to very good effect. In Yan’s case, his TLA has both alerted him
to the importance of critical evaluation of the textbook treatment of lan-
guage content and enabled him to screen the materials and identify a major
potential problem during his lesson preparation. Then, in harmonious
blend with other knowledge-base components of his pedagogical content
knowledge, his highly developed TLA (including the ability to view lan-
guage issues from the learners’ perspective) has helped him to work out
strategies for modifying his handling of the content, and to devise a highly
effective way of providing scaffolding for the students to help them over-
come the learning challenge that he sets for them. The strategies he devises
also give added salience to the feature of the target language structure that
Yan wants to highlight: that the subject of an adverbial participle clause is
normally the same as the subject of the main clause.

In Snapshot 11, the focus is different. Rather than looking at a teacher’s
engagement with the content of learning in published materials, we see a
teacher (Tony) designing materials of his own, with the specific intention
of shedding light on a grammar point that causes his students continuing
problems: the distinction between the Past Simple and Past Perfect.

The reader may recall that earlier in the chapter, in Snapshot 7, we
noted examples of language-related problems that can result from sup-
plementing textbook materials with authentic texts, both visual and
written. Because Maggie’s TLA was insufficiently or inadequately
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engaged with the preparation of her lesson, it seems that she did not spot
the language-related pitfalls associated with using either text for her
intended purpose. In Snapshot 11, Tony goes one step further than
Maggie, by devising his own text with the intention of modelling the
target language forms and highlighting the distinctive ways in which they
are used. However, in his case too, there seems to be some sort of TLA
breakdown: despite his best intentions, Tony’s self-produced text will
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Snapshot 11: Tony

It is a Friday morning in November. Tony’s university supervisor is
coming to observe his lesson, and Tony has therefore taken particu-
lar care over his lesson preparation.

Tony’s aim in his lesson (as outlined in his lesson plan) is to help
his students:

to learn the difference between the Past Perfect tense and
Simple Past tense and to understand in what situation these
two tenses are used so that they themselves can use the tenses
correctly.

As Tony comments in his plan:

Learners have learnt what Simple Past tense and Past Perfect
tense are, but they are confused with the difference between
the two. They seldom use the tenses correctly in their writing
and can hardly realise the meaning of the Past Perfect tense in
their reading.

In order to help his students to understand the difference between
the two verb forms, Tony has written a text, which the students are
looking at alongside a picture version of the same story.

Tony’s written story begins with three simple sentences contain-
ing Past Perfect verb groups. However, the tense selection is inap-
propriate in each case, since there is no past time of orientation
justifying the use of Past Perfect rather than Past Simple:

On the 7th January, a terrible accident had happened. A man
and a dog had been killed by a lorry near the road. They had
become ghosts! One week later, an old man drove his car
near the place where the accident had taken place . . .



only have reinforced the learner confusion of which Tony is well aware.
It seems, in fact, that he is as confused as his students about this particu-
lar area of grammar. In both these cases, the teachers’ attempts to sup-
plement and/or replace textbook materials were undermined by the
apparent inadequacies of their TLA.

Examples like Maggie and Tony should not, of course, deter any teach-
ers from using supplementary published materials or devising model
texts of their own. They do, however, underline the need for caution and
for the full engagement of one’s critical faculties (including TLA) to
ensure that such materials offer benefits to the learners rather than
simply adding to their problems.

5.5 Conclusion

In this chapter, we have explored various aspects of TLA in pedagogi-
cal practice, in particular the complex interrelationship between
TLA and teachers’ engagement with the content of learning. In doing
so, we have noted the following, reflected in a series of classroom
snapshots:

• The application of TLA in practice may be significantly affected by the
extent to which the teacher seriously engages with content-related
issues in his/her teaching;

• In so far as the teacher does engage with content-related issues, the
extent and quality of that engagement will potentially be affected by
the TLA of that teacher;

• Problems with TLA take various forms; awareness is dependent upon
knowledge but is not synonymous with it and there are therefore
teachers who have knowledge about language but lack awareness, and
vice versa;

• The TLA of the individual teacher can have a significant influence on
the extent and quality of that teacher’s mediation of the language
content of teaching and learning materials, both published and self-
produced.

The following chapter focuses on the TLA of expert and novice teach-
ers, with a particular emphasis on the TLA of the expert teacher.
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Questions for discussion and reflection

1) In your own teaching, what sorts of issues are the major focus of
your planning: issues of methodology, of classroom organisation,
or of language content? Why do you prioritise that particular
sort of issue?

2) Can you think of a recent occasion when you have faced a chal-
lenge to your subject-matter knowledge, (a) in your preparation,
or (b) in class? How did you deal with that challenge? With hind-
sight, do you think you adopted an appropriate strategy?

3) To what extent do you use grammatical terminology in your
teaching? What is the rationale for your use/non-use of termi-
nology? Does your practice vary (a) from class to class, or (b)
with the same class?

4) Page 99 contains four possible profiles of teachers illustrating dif-
ferent combinations of awareness and engagement. Which
profile do you identify with most closely, and why? Can you
think of colleagues (past or present) who match any of the other
profiles?

5) In your teaching situation, how much autonomy do you have in
(a) the selection of the materials you use, and (b) the actual use
that you make of selected/assigned materials? To what extent do
you rely on the materials (and therefore the textbook-writer) to
make decisions about the handling of language content? What is
the rationale for your attitude towards published materials?

6) Can you recall a recent lesson in which you modified or supple-
mented the grammatical ‘rule’ and/or examples in your textbook?
What adaptation did you make, and why? With hindsight, do you
think your adaptation was helpful to your students?



6 The TLA of expert and novice teachers

6.1 Introduction

The present chapter examines the TLA of L2 teachers with differing
amounts of teaching experience and differing degrees of teaching exper-
tise. It begins with a brief introduction to ideas within the teacher edu-
cation literature concerning the stages of teacher development and the
nature of expertise. This is followed by observations about the TLA of
novice and advanced beginner L2 teachers, drawing in the main on quan-
titative data. The main part of the chapter is then devoted to discussion
of research (based mainly on qualitative data) shedding light on the char-
acteristics of the TLA of highly proficient/expert L2 teachers, focusing
first on a study of the TLA of three highly proficient L2 teachers, and
then on the TLA of one particular teacher, Marina, the ‘expert’ teacher
from Tsui (2003).1

6.2 The stages of teacher development

The distinction between ‘novice’ and ‘expert’ teachers has been exten-
sively explored in the education literature (Carter et al., 1988; Leinhardt,
1989; Livingston and Borko, 1989; Westerman, 1991; and Berliner,
1994 are just some examples of such studies). Few (if any) of those early
studies focused upon the special characteristics of the L2 teacher. More
recently, however, as part of the increased attention to L2 teacher cogn-
itions noted in Chapter 4, Tsui’s (2003) case studies of four secondary
school teachers of L2 English have revealed a great deal about the nature
of expertise in language teaching and how such expertise may develop
during the teacher’s professional life cycle.

In discussions of the development of pedagogical expertise, Dreyfus
and Dreyfus’s (1986) five-stage model of skill acquisition has been highly
influential. In their model, proposed as a characterisation of general
human expertise, Dreyfus and Dreyfus assign the following labels to

118

1 Subsequent to Tsui (2003), I conducted further interviews with Marina and observed her
teach. The discussion in 6.5 draws on both Tsui (2003) and my own data.



their five stages: ‘novice’, ‘advanced beginner’, ‘competent’, ‘proficient’
and ‘expert’. Berliner (see, e.g., 1994) has applied the Dreyfus and
Dreyfus model to the acquisition of expertise in teaching. Table 5 (see
p. 120) sets out the five-stage model of pedagogical expertise develop-
ment as interpreted by Berliner (1994) and summarises his description of
the typical characteristics of teachers at each stage.

Such descriptions provide us with a useful summary of many of the
distinctive features of teachers’ pedagogical practice at different stages of
their careers. For that reason, Berliner’s (1994) model is presented here.
However, it is important not to over-simplify the nature of teacher devel-
opment. It should not, for instance, be assumed from such a model that
just because the labels for the first two stages suggest some connection
with length of experience, all teachers proceed with equal rapidity
through all the stages, or that every teacher, given sufficient experience,
becomes expert. Berliner (1994), as indicated in Table 5, recognises this,
noting that there are some teachers who stay ‘fixed’ at a level that is less
than competent. Berliner (2001) observes that there are only a small per-
centage of teachers who continue to develop into experts. Tsui (2003)
makes a similar point when she emphasises the distinction between
expertise and experience, highlighting the crucial difference between the
expert teacher and the experienced non-expert. It should also not be
assumed from Table 5, despite the note in parentheses in Stage 1, that all
new teachers are necessarily less than competent. Hammerness et al.
(2005: 381) refer to a number of recent studies suggesting that ‘under the
right circumstances, with particular kinds of learning experiences, new
teachers can develop a more expert practice even as beginning practi-
tioners’. Tsui (2003) notes further limitations of a model of this kind,
which focuses on the behaviours characteristic of each stage of teacher
development rather than the processes by which expertise is developed
and maintained.

Among the teachers we have examined so far, most (with the excep-
tion of Yan and, to a lesser extent, Shirley) have illustrated behav-
iours typically associated with the ‘novice’ / ‘advanced beginner’ stages
of teacher development. For that reason, the major part of this chapter
will concentrate on the TLA and content-related behaviour of ‘profi-
cient’/ ‘expert’ teachers.

6.3 The TLA of the ‘novice’ teacher

A certain amount of evidence regarding the declarative TLA of novice L2
teachers can be found in Andrews (1999c). The data relate to performance
on the test of Language Awareness (LA) referred to in Chapter 4, focusing
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Table 5: Berliner’s five-stage model of teacher development (based on
Berliner, 1994)

Stage 1: Novice level • Needs context-free rules/procedures about
[all student teachers and teaching
1st-year teachers] • Operates rationally, but fairly inflexibly, in 

following such rules/procedures
• Starts to learn the objective facts and 

features of situations and to gain experience

Stage 2: Advanced • Experience begins to be melded with the verbal
beginner level [many 2nd- knowledge acquired in Stage 1
year and 3rd-year teachers] • Starts to acquire episodic and case knowledge, 

and to recognise similarities across contexts
• Still unsure of self and of what to do when

experience / case knowledge is lacking
• May still have little sense of what is important 

in a specific situation

Stage 3: Competent level • Personally in control of events going on around
[many 3rd-year and 4th- him/her
year teachers + more • Makes conscious choices about what to do
experienced teachers] • Has rational goals and is able to set priorities,

decide on goals and choose sensible means for
achieving those goals

• When teaching, is able to determine what is or is
not important

• Still not very fast, fluid or flexible in behaviour

Stage 4: Proficient level • Intuition and know-how become prominent
[a modest number of • Is able to view situations holistically and to
teachers, from around recognise similarities between events
5th year of teaching • Can therefore predict events more precisely
onwards] • Is able to bring case knowledge to bear on a

problem
• Still analytic and deliberative in deciding what

to do

Stage 5: Expert level • Has an intuitive grasp of situations
[a small number of • Seems to sense in non-analytic and non-
teachers, after at least deliberative ways how to respond appropriately
5 years] in classroom situations

• With routine, repetitive tasks, acts fluidly, 
effortlessly and without consciously choosing 
what to do or to attend to

• When a problem arises, and with non-routine 
tasks, is able to bring deliberate, analytic 
processes to bear

• Is willing and able to reflect on and learn from 
experience



on knowledge of grammar and grammatical terminology (see Appendix for
details of the test). In this particular study, 40 prospective teachers took the
LA test. Twenty of these novices were a homogeneous group of NNS of
English (all Cantonese NS of a similar age starting a Bachelor of Education
degree in Hong Kong majoring in L2 English). The other 20 novices were
NS of English, all graduates and therefore a little older than the NNS
group. The NS novice teachers were all taking a one-year full-time pre-
service postgraduate course of initial teacher education in the UK and were
about to begin a minor elective in TEFL/TESL. For the purposes of com-
parison in Andrews (1999c), the NS novices were divided into two groups
of ten, depending on whether their first degree was in English Studies or
Modern Languages. Table 6 shows the mean percentage scores of the three
groups of novice teachers (the mean total scores together with the mean for
each of the four parts of the test) compared with the mean percentages for
two groups of serving teachers: the group of 20 NNS serving teachers (with
an average of two years’ full-time teaching experience) who took part in
the Andrews (1999c) study, and the 187 serving teachers (at least 90% of
whom were NNS of English) referred to in Chapter 4 (Andrews, 1999b).

The performance of the NS groups will be considered in a little more
detail in the next chapter. As one might expect, however, given that the
error-correction task is essentially a measure of language proficiency, the
NS groups scored well on that part of the test, causing the overall mean
for the NS Modern Linguist novices, for example, to be substantially
closer to that of the serving teachers than would otherwise have been
the case. If we focus on the two most demanding components of the LA
test (production of metalanguage and explanation of errors), then the
performance of the serving teachers is markedly better than that of any
of the novice groups. The NNS novice teachers’ performance is proba-
bly the most appropriate to compare with that of the serving teachers,
since the former are recent products of the system in which the latter are
teaching. The difference in their scores, which is especially noticeable in
the two most challenging components, suggests that L2 teaching expe-
rience, particularly in an education system with a long tradition of form-
focused teaching, may be associated with a certain degree of continuing
development of declarative TLA, at least from the novice to advanced
beginner stages. As noted in Chapter 4, however, when three of these
serving teachers took the same LA test after an eight-year gap, at a point
when they had between 10 and 12 years’ full-time teaching experience,
their subject-matter knowledge as it relates to grammar seemed to have
changed remarkably little (see Andrews, 2006, for further details). The
extent to which the declarative TLA of novice teachers evolves and con-
tinues to develop is clearly something that needs to be researched sys-
tematically in a range of teaching contexts.
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As for the procedural TLA of novice L2 teachers, we have seen several
examples in previous chapters of teachers with limited teaching experi-
ence exhibiting less than ‘competent’ (i.e. pre-Stage 3) TLA-related
behaviours in their pedagogical practice. One characteristic of less-
experienced L2 teachers that has been noted in the literature is their rel-
ative lack of engagement with the language itself compared with their
more experienced counterparts. For instance, in a study of the interactive
decision-making (i.e. decisions made in the course of teaching) of nine L2
teachers with experience ranging from 0 to 15 years, Nunan found a
marked difference in the extent to which teachers’ classroom decisions
were driven by language issues (Nunan, 1992). The experienced teachers
in his study made nearly twice as many language-related interactive deci-
sions as the inexperienced teachers. The inexperienced teachers focused
much more on classroom processes (such as time management, and man-
aging and organising the classroom) rather than content.

Zhu’s (2004) study of four advanced beginner L2 teachers in
Guangzhou, People’s Republic of China, reveals a similar order of priori-
ties among inexperienced teachers. Zhu also makes a number of interest-
ing observations about the limited nature of these teachers’ engagement
with language-related areas in their teaching. Such engagement occurred in
class and occasionally in preparation, but only to the extent of uncritically
following the textbook. The four teachers in her study very rarely focused
on language in any way in their post-lesson reflections. In other words,
there was no real engagement with the content of learning in the ‘commit-
ment’ sense (as discussed in Chapter 5). According to Zhu (2004:375),
‘None of the teachers “problematised” language in the sense of thinking
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Table 6: LA test scores of pre-service and in-service teachers

NS novice NNS novice NS novice NNS Serving
teachers teachers teachers Modern serving teachers (from 

English Studies n = 20 Languages teachers Andrews,
1st degree (%) 1st degree n = 20 1999b)
n = 10 (%) n = 10 (%) (%) n = 187 (%)

Correction 85.3 76.77 96.0 87.0 80.6
of errors
Recognition of 50.6 71.9 76.1 82.0 75.1
metalanguage
Production of 14.3 48.8 33.4 65.4 63.2
metalanguage
Explanation 11.7 22.3 27.3 42.5 38.9
of errors

Total 43.2% 56.1% 60.3% 70.3 65%



about aspects of language structures which might be difficult for learners,
and how best to help learners cope with those potential difficulties.’

In relation to the ability of teachers to predict language likely to prove
difficult for learners, McNeill (2005) reports interesting and, at first
glance, rather surprising findings concerning the relative merits of novice
and more experienced teachers. McNeill’s study focused on vocabulary,
and the sensitivity of teachers to their students’ learning needs as
revealed by their awareness of lexical difficulties in a reading text.
McNeill compared the performance of four groups of teachers, focusing
on the NS/NNS dimension as well as the ‘novice’ versus ‘expert’ contrast.
The results showed considerable individual variation among teachers,
but the ‘novice’ teachers (i.e. those with no real background in education
or applied linguistics) performed the best. McNeill suggests that the fact
they performed better than their more experienced counterparts may
have been due to their having only recently left school themselves: they
were all first-year students on a Bachelor of Education course majoring
in L2 English (and therefore total novices with no classroom teaching
experience). As McNeill (2005:115–16) observes, ‘their closeness in age
and experience to the students no doubt allowed them to empathise more
with their students’ difficulties’.

Andrews (1996) shows something of the shift in priorities that can
occur as ‘novice’ teachers advance beyond the total novice stage and
begin to experience the realities of classroom teaching. In this particular
study, which replicated research reported by Palfreyman (1993), five pairs
of novice teachers (four NNS and one NS) were given the same lesson-
planning task: to prepare a lesson presenting the Present Perfect to a class
of Secondary 3 (13- to 14-year-old) students. Of the four NNS pairs, two
were second-year students on a four-year Bachelor of Education pro-
gramme majoring in L2 English (i.e. they were total novices, with no
experience of classroom teaching from the teacher’s side of the fence). The
other two NNS pairs were also second-year students studying for a
Bachelor of Education, but in their case it was a two-year ‘top-up’ pro-
gramme for students who had already completed their initial professional
training in a College of Education. Therefore, the four teachers in these
two last pairs, although still ‘novice’, were certificated teachers with at
least two significant spells of classroom experience from the practicum on
their initial training course. As the analysis in Andrews (1996) reveals,
the planning discussions of the two NNS pairs with no classroom experi-
ence are focused to a large degree on the specific language structure, with
their limited comments on methodology being strongly influenced by
their previous experiences as learners. By contrast, the two NNS pairs
who are already certificated teachers give much greater priority to
methodology, in ways which reveal the impact of both their training and
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their practical experience. Issues of content still play a part in their dis-
cussions, but they are already much more focused on questions of class-
room technique, such as whether to use pairwork or group work, and
‘information gap’ or ‘communication gap’ activities. The relative lack of
importance of language-related issues in the planning of these novice L2
teachers with classroom experience has clear parallels with the findings
of Zhu (2004) concerning the advanced beginner teachers in her study.

As the discussion in this section has shown, it is difficult to make too
many generalisations about the TLA of novice L2 teachers, partly
because of the small sample sizes in the studies discussed. There are
likely, for example, to be significant differences among novice teachers
depending on whether or not they are total novices and on the nature
and expectations of the teaching context in which they are working.
Also, as individuals they may well behave in quite different ways because
of the prior experiences, especially the L2 learning experiences, which
have moulded them, as well as their language background and where
they would place themselves on the NS/NNS continuum. All of these
factors are likely to have had an impact on their subject-matter cogni-
tions, their confidence about handling the language content of their
teaching, and therefore their TLA in pedagogical practice.

However, at the same time as we note the diversity of the ‘novice’
teacher and the difficulties of generalisation, we should also acknowledge
that there do appear to be certain commonalities in their language aware-
ness, as revealed in the studies discussed, which may apply to the major-
ity of novice / advanced beginner L2 teachers in most work situations. It
seems, for instance, that they may tend to have lower levels of declarative
knowledge of subject matter than their more experienced counterparts,
particularly when the latter are employed in educational contexts that
oblige the teacher to deal explicitly with language content on a day-to-
day basis. There is also evidence to suggest that, once novice teachers
move beyond the total novice stage and start to gain experience of the
classroom, their engagement with language content tends to be at a rela-
tively superficial level, because their priorities typically lie elsewhere (with
classroom management, for example) at this early stage of their profes-
sional development. It may also be the case that inexperienced teachers
are more liable than more experienced teachers to display the TLA limi-
tations noted in a number of the snapshots in previous chapters.

6.4 The TLA of ‘proficient’/‘expert’ teachers

In this section and the one that follows, we shall look at the TLA of four
highly ‘proficient’/‘expert’ L2 teachers. Our focus first of all will be on
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the three teachers described in detail in Andrews and McNeill (2005).
Then, in 6.5, we shall look at the TLA of Marina, the ‘expert’ teacher in
Tsui’s (2003) case studies.

As Tsui (2003) notes, when researchers attempt to study the cognitions
and practices of ‘expert’ teachers, they face problems in deciding on the
basis for identifying such teachers. Research studies in the past have used
various criteria: length of experience, recommendations by school
administrators and academic qualifications. Each of these criteria used
alone, however, is potentially problematic. Tsui suggests that, with our
current level of understanding of expertise in teaching, the best strategy
is to employ a combination of criteria, such as experience, reputation
and recommendation, supported by classroom observation. In the case
of the three teachers in Andrews and McNeill (2005), they were initially
singled out as ‘Good Language Teachers’ and therefore appropriate par-
ticipants in the study, on the basis of the level of their professional qual-
ifications. Their reputation among colleagues, supported by previous
lesson observations by the researchers, provided further confirmation of
their suitability. It was also on the basis of such a combination of criteria
(experience, reputation and recommendation, supported by classroom
observation) that Marina was identified as a suitable participant in Tsui’s
(2003) study of expertise in L2 teaching.

Among the three teachers (all NNS of English) discussed in Andrews
and McNeill (2005), two (Anna and Bonnie) teach L2 English in Hong
Kong secondary schools, each being English Panel Chair in her school.
The third (Trudi), a German NS, teaches L2 English in a tertiary institu-
tion in the UK. In examining the cognitions and practices of these teach-
ers, the study sought to shed light on the following three questions about
‘Good Language Teachers’ (GLTs):

(1) Do they possess highly developed levels of declarative knowledge of
the language systems (i.e. declarative TLA)?

(2) Do they exhibit highly developed levels of TLA in their pedagogical
practice (i.e. procedural TLA)?

(3) What are the characteristics of their TLA?

The data gathered were of three types: test data; lesson observation (of
two lessons, which were videotaped); and interview (two semi-structured
interviews, one a post-lesson interview following the first observation,
and one totally unscripted ‘stimulated-recall’ interview relating to the
videotape of the second observation).

In relation to the first question, and the levels of declarative TLA
exhibited by the GLTs, the relevant data came from their LA test
papers. Each GLT took the LA test (referred to in Chapter 4 and in 6.3
above) testing their explicit knowledge of grammar and grammatical
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terminology, together with a parallel test focusing on vocabulary
knowledge and awareness. On the grammar component, the three
teachers performed to a very similar level, with scores ranging from
71.4% to 74.3%. Interestingly, although these scores were several per-
centage points above the mean (65%) of the 187 teachers tested in
Andrews (1999b) and notably higher than the mean (56.1%) achieved
by the novice NNS teachers in Andrews (1999c) referred to in 6.3, such
performances would not have stood out in comparison with the 17
teachers discussed in Chapter 4. Of that particular group, 8 out of the
17 (including Tony, Snapshot 11) scored better than any of the GLTs,
the top score among the 17 being 90%, which was achieved by Shirley
(Snapshot 5). Yan (Snapshot 10) scored 80% on the same test. Given
that the earlier tests were taken under very different circumstances from
the subsequent administrations, it may not be appropriate to draw too
many conclusions from such comparisons. Nevertheless, since the
teachers discussed in Chapter 4 had no professional qualifications and
were in general far less experienced than the GLTs, it is perhaps sur-
prising that the latter did not display markedly higher levels of declar-
ative TLA.

In their pedagogical practice, all three GLTs revealed themselves to be
‘language-aware’ in broadly similar ways that I shall outline below. At
the same time, however, on the evidence from the two observed lessons,
the answer to the second question above (concerning the levels of their
procedural TLA) can only be a qualified yes. Although the GLTs exhib-
ited many ‘language-aware’ qualities, none of them could be considered
to be the ‘finished article’ as far as their TLA is concerned. The extent of
the limitations of their procedural TLA should not be exaggerated, but
with each of them certain minor imperfections became apparent in their
mediation of input for learning, those limitations all being vocabulary-
related rather than grammar-related. Snapshot 12 describes one of
Bonnie’s lessons.
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Snapshot 12: Bonnie

Bonnie is the English Panel Chair in a co-educational school in an
industrial district in the New Territories with an intake of average/
below-average academic ability. It is a Monday afternoon in
March, and Bonnie is teaching a class of thirty-six Secondary 3
(13- to 14-year-old) students.

One strategy Bonnie frequently employs in her teaching is that of
using authentic texts, particularly articles from the Young Post, an
English language newspaper aimed at readers of secondary-school
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age. In this particular lesson, the theme is pets, and the advantages
and disadvantages of keeping different animals as pets.

Shortly after the lesson begins, Bonnie asks the students to read
a letter to the Editor extracted from the Young Post. The letter is
headed ‘Treat your pets with love and respect’. Bonnie has under-
lined seven words in the text, including Treat and respect in the
headline, and written seven definitions in speech bubbles surround-
ing the text. The students’ task is to match each word to its
meaning.

Bonnie tells the students that she herself looked up each word in
a dictionary, and used the dictionary definition in the speech bubble.
It is this strategy, however, which leads to potential confusion for the
students, because Bonnie has taken each word in isolation, without
seeming to have paid much attention to its meaning in the text. For
example, the definition provided for respect in the headline Treat
your pets with love and respect is ‘a feeling of admiration’. Leaving
aside the question as to whether students who do not understand
respect would understand the word admiration any more easily,
there is clearly something odd about treating a pet with a feeling of
admiration. Bonnie’s linking of admiration to looking up to and
wanting to copy in her subsequent explanation makes the applica-
tion to pets even stranger.

A similar problem occurs with the word treat in the same head-
line. The definition provided by Bonnie is ‘to behave in a nice way’,
which again fails to fit the headline very well. Its inadequacy as a def-
inition is clearly shown in the second sentence of the letter, which
begins ‘If you treat your pets badly . . .’

Immediately after the vocabulary-matching task, Bonnie focuses
the students’ attention on the following pairs of words:
obey/disobey and treat/mistreat. Bonnie asks the students to spot
the pattern in the pairs of words, which she then demonstrates on
the blackboard by putting ticks next to obey and treat and crosses
next to disobey and mistreat to indicate positive and negative
respectively. Bonnie’s focus on the negative meanings associated
with the prefixes dis- and mis- is not in itself confusing. The poten-
tial for student confusion arises from Bonnie’s treatment of the
meaning contrast as if it is the same in each pair, rather than
between positive and negative in the case of obey/disobey and
neutral/negative in the case of treat/mistreat.



Given the fact that these limitations became apparent in relation to
one area of knowledge about language (i.e. vocabulary), it may be that
expertise within TLA has parallels with expertise in teaching more
broadly. Just as, in teaching generally, teachers may be ‘experts’ in some
aspects of their professional activity and not others (Tsui, 2003), so in
relation to the handling of language content L2 teachers may exhibit
greater expertise in some areas than others. In other words, the appar-
ently ‘language-aware’ teacher may not in fact be equally aware, equally
proficient (or indeed equally confident) across all the language systems.

Having said that, however, these GLTs generally exhibited a very high
level of TLA in pedagogical practice, with the following major charac-
teristics. The first and perhaps most striking characteristic is their will-
ingness to engage with language, i.e. with the content of learning. In the
previous chapter, it was argued that teacher engagement with content-
related issues in the classroom is a significant variable influencing the
application of TLA in practice. The interviews with all three GLTs show
how central the content of learning is both to their thinking about lan-
guage pedagogy and to their classroom practice. Each GLT engages with
content in her own individual way, but for all of them content issues form
the core of their thinking, planning and teaching. Trudi’s approach to
engagement is offered as an illustration.

Trudi characterises herself as a teacher who tries to be both commu-
nicative in everything she is doing and ‘very well structured at the same
time’. She claims that her overall approach to L2 pedagogy is based upon
her own school experiences as a learner of Latin and a student of her L1,
German, together with her subsequent studies of linguistics, language
acquisition and humanistic psychology. She sees her knowledge of lin-
guistics and psychology as going hand in hand, with the latter helping
her to understand how best to draw on her linguistic knowledge to assist
learners. With the students she currently teaches (post-secondary and
adult learners in a tertiary institution), Trudi firmly believes that in order
to learn the L2 they need explicit knowledge of grammar as a base on
which to build up their implicit knowledge: ‘We know this intrinsic
structure exists from psycholinguistics . . . so we must give students all
possible support to build it up . . . If we teach the implicit way, then it
makes the process so much longer . . . If we try to use both the creative
and the conscious way, then it helps . . . They’re old enough to learn
deliberately.’ Trudi’s teaching in the two observed lessons is noteworthy
for its attention to both the cognitive and affective/creative domains, as
well as for the way in which she ‘scaffolds’ learners into using the lan-
guage forms she is teaching: ‘visualising the rules in the first instance . . .
giving very carefully selected examples in the beginning . . . make it clear
what I’m talking about, and then go over to structured exercises, less
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structured exercises following, and . . . to come more and more to a
transferred situation in which they can speak freely’.

Trudi makes an interesting comparison between herself, as an experi-
enced NNS teacher of English with a study background in modern and
classical languages, linguistics and psychology, and some of her NS
teacher colleagues with non-relevant degrees and basic TEFL training. She
observes in one of the interviews that a number of those colleagues have
said to her ‘Why are you doing tenses again?’ Trudi comments that as a
NNS she is constantly aware of her own mistakes and of the complexity
of tenses in English. She suggests of her colleagues: ‘Maybe they don’t
understand the difficulties the students face. So some of them said “Why
do you teach tenses again?” Sort of tick, tenses done, must understand
them . . . They don’t know that there is more behind . . . especially behind
the English tenses than ‘s’ in the simple present . . . It’s how to use it.’

A second characteristic of the TLA of all three of these GLTs is their
self-awareness, in particular their awareness of the limitations of their
own TLA. As noted above, there seem to be a number of areas of subject-
matter knowledge (at least on the evidence provided by the LA test in
relation to grammar and vocabulary), which could be improved. Trudi’s
comments above are indicative of the extent to which these teachers are
aware of their limitations. Anna reveals a similar level of self-awareness,
when she twice says ‘I myself am not very good at vocabulary’, and
blames herself for any limitations in her students’ vocabulary knowl-
edge: ‘I may not have given them a good model to stimulate them to
know enough. So I still think that they have not enough [vocabulary
knowledge] because of me to a certain extent.’

At the same time, among these GLTs such self-awareness does not have
the effect (noted among some of the teachers we have met in earlier chap-
ters, such as Rose and Maggie) of inhibiting their engagement with
content-related issues or causing any of them to adopt avoidance strat-
egies. These are highly experienced teachers, all with very different class-
room personalities but with very similar levels of self-confidence and
self-belief. They all therefore confront language issues head on, with (as
Trudi’s remarks suggest) self-awareness enhancing their sensitivity both
to the challenges facing their learners and to those learners’ interlingual
development. Their self-awareness is also linked to a quest for self-
improvement. All three GLTs reveal in their interviews the time and
effort spent consulting grammars, dictionaries and other reference
materials in order to enhance their subject-matter knowledge to support
their teaching. As a further illustration of these GLTs’ recognition of the
need for continuing professional development, it is worth noting that at
the time the study was conducted, one of the two Hong Kong GLTs was
about to begin studying for a Master’s degree in English Language
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Education while the other had been accepted on to a Doctor of
Education programme.

Associated with their self-awareness is the willingness of these GLTs
to engage in reflection about the content of learning, and the extent to
which they engage in such reflection as part of their pedagogical prac-
tice. From their interview responses, for example, including their stim-
ulated-recall comments on their teaching, it was evident that for all three
GLTs the content of learning, and how best to make input available
for learning, was central to their reflections, both their reflection-on-
action (before and after teaching) and their reflection-in-action (while
teaching).

There are a number of characteristics of the classroom practice of all
three GLTs that could be attributed to their TLA and the quality of their
reflections about the content of learning. As noted earlier, they all engage
fully with the content of learning and share a belief in focusing on lan-
guage form at appropriate points in their teaching. Anna, for example,
describes her own practice as follows: ‘I will make the language as a core
in the language lesson, and then I think of contexts, situations for them
to use the language.’ In the same interview she discusses her own peda-
gogical approach in relation to task-based language teaching (TBLT), the
approach upon which the most recent English Language syllabuses for
Hong Kong schools are supposedly based.2 She describes TBLT as ‘old
wine in new bottles’, and says that, for her, ‘Language learning is
central . . . I mean there is some central element we need to learn: the
grammar, the sentence patterns, the vocabulary, the writing, the reading,
the listening. Whatever term we give, we still have to teach them [the stu-
dents], we’ve to motivate them, to stimulate and engage them into pur-
poseful discussion and purposeful tasks.’

In focusing on form, whether grammar or vocabulary (the areas high-
lighted in this particular study), all three GLTs appear to have an intu-
itive understanding of the importance of ‘input enhancement’ (Sharwood
Smith, 1991), making salient within the input the key features of the lan-
guage area in order to enhance the chances of the learners’ ‘noticing’ as
a prerequisite for subsequent ‘intake’ (Schmidt, 1990). The three GLTs
adopt different strategies to this end. Anna, for instance, uses a range of
colours on her Powerpoint slides, to highlight particular lexical items,
and to indicate contrasts of meaning, such as positive and negative per-
sonality traits. Although Anna does not use the term ‘noticing’, it is clear
that this is her goal: ‘Only for familiarisation. If they want to use it, they
use it. If not then at least they have seen it before, it’s not something
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totally new . . . Because it’s sometimes scary to find there are so
many new words. But by association, by thinking “Oh, I’ve come across
this” . . ., then it will make them feel better.’

Meanwhile, Bonnie, relying on rather more basic technology, makes
use of the blackboard and different colour chalks to highlight patterns.
Trudi, too, relies on the blackboard. Like Bonnie, she frequently builds
up patterns on the board at the beginning of the lesson and leaves them
there throughout the class in an attempt to promote assimilation by the
learners. When interviewed, she talks of her very deliberate use of a com-
bination of drama, colours, gestures and voice to help anchor the pat-
terns she is teaching and to help set up appropriate associations. Bonnie
attributes her current practice to observing and reflecting upon the prac-
tices of other teachers:

I’ve always thought that the organisation on the board is very
important for the students . . . When I go for classroom
observations, I’ve seen teachers who, when they explain things,
they write on the board and they write everywhere . . . and when
they don’t have enough space, just clear up one patch and write on
it. I thought that what the teacher writes doesn’t stay long enough
for the students to absorb . . . so I’ve made a point to be organised
when I write on the board.

The motive underlying Bonnie’s use of the blackboard is illustrative of
another characteristic shown by all three GLTs: their awareness of learn-
ers’ potential difficulties. This awareness shows itself in the strategies that
these GLTs employ to make input available for learning: their strategies
for input enhancement, the support they all give individual learners,
based on knowledge and understanding of their specific problems and
needs, and also the way in which they all skilfully control their own lan-
guage so that it presents an appropriate level of challenge for the learn-
ers. Whether the students are at an advanced level, as in Anna’s case, or
elementary level (as with Bonnie and Trudi), the teacher-mediated input
in each case seems to be pitched at precisely the right level.

6.5 The TLA of an ‘expert’ teacher: the case of Marina

Berliner’s (1994) model of teacher development describes some of the
behaviours that are characteristic of the small number of teachers who
can justifiably be labelled ‘experts’. The following pages will explain why
Marina was considered worthy of such a label.

Marina, like Anna and Bonnie, is the English Panel Chair in her
school. Marina’s school is a co-educational English-medium (EMI)
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secondary school in Kowloon. The school is situated in a public housing
estate, and most of the students are working-class children from the
estate. The school’s intake has been improving year by year, and students
currently entering the school are usually of above-average academic
ability compared with the general secondary school population in Hong
Kong. In Tsui’s (2003) case studies of four teachers of L2 English, all
working in the same school, Marina was the ‘expert’ teacher.

Marina has been teaching for more than 15 years, and has gained all
her teaching experience in the same school, becoming the English
Panel Chair in her fifth year as a teacher. She has received all her tertiary
education at the University of Hong Kong: a Bachelor’s degree in
Translation, a Postgraduate Certificate in Education (majoring in L2
English) in which she gained a Distinction, and a Master’s degree in
Education (with a TEFL Major), which was also awarded ‘with
Distinction’. After obtaining her first degree, Marina worked in admin-
istrative positions (as a civil servant, and a hospital administrator) before
becoming a teacher, although teaching had always been her ambition (see
Tsui, 2003:82–4, for further discussion of Marina’s background).

Tsui (2003:200) notes that ‘embedded in Marina’s teaching of
grammar is rich and integrated knowledge’. At the core of that ‘rich and
integrated knowledge’ is Marina’s knowledge of subject matter, i.e. her
declarative TLA. Like the GLTs above, Marina’s performance on the LA
test suggests that she is not the ‘finished article’ as far as her subject-
matter knowledge is concerned, as Marina herself acknowledges: ‘Even
after having taught grammar for years, I still need to consult grammar
books . . . I am not a native speaker. I will call myself just a second lan-
guage learner. So I do need to consult grammar books when I am not
sure.’ At the same time, she has confidence in her English knowledge and
ability, and she is indeed a highly proficient communicator in English
both orally and in writing. Although there may still be room for improve-
ment, particularly in the explanation of errors, Marina’s total LA test
score of 79% compares favourably with the mean scores of the novice
NNS teachers (56.1%), the untrained serving teachers (65%), and
indeed Anna, Bonnie and Trudi (71.4%, 72.4% and 74.3% respec-
tively), as discussed earlier in the chapter. Marina’s scores on the test
components were as noted in Table 7.

Interestingly, Marina is (like Maggie, in 5.3), the product of a highly
academic EMI girls’ school. In Marina’s case, she gained admission to
her secondary school by virtue of a scholarship as a result of her out-
standing performance at primary school. Marina recollects that at sec-
ondary school: ‘we were immersed in the whole English-rich
environment. Yeah, I couldn’t recall speaking to teachers other than
Chinese teachers [i.e. of Chinese subjects] in Chinese at all. So we were
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forced to speak in English, at least in class and to teachers.’ However,
whereas for Maggie, as we saw in Chapter 5, using English as a medium
of communication at school was a natural extension of her experiences
outside the classroom, for Marina the situation was very different. As
reported in Tsui (2003:82–4), Marina comes from a working-class back-
ground, and her parents speak no English. Therefore, when she left her
Chinese-medium primary school, she found adapting to EMI secondary
school life extremely challenging. Her response to that challenge was to
work as hard as possible on improving her English through, for example,
extensive reading. She also, unlike Maggie, actively sought to engage
with grammar as part of her learning. In Marina’s school, as she recalls
it, ‘we didn’t do a lot of systematic grammar teaching’. As a strategy for
self-improvement, Marina therefore made a point of teaching herself
grammar: ‘My memory of my secondary school years [experience of
grammar] was just going out and, you know, buying some grammar
exercise books and practising myself those grammar items.’

Marina exhibits a similarly active engagement with the content of
learning in her own pedagogical practice in relation to grammar. Just as
we saw with Anna, Bonnie and Trudi (in 6.4), the content of learning is
at the core of her thinking about language pedagogy and also her class-
room practice. Marina describes English Language Teaching in her school
as a combination of approaches, including tasks and other features of
CLT as well as more ‘traditional’ elements, but within a syllabus frame-
work that is form- and skill-driven rather than task-driven. Marina sees
grammar and vocabulary as central to language learning, even within a
context like Hong Kong where a task-based approach to language teach-
ing is being officially promoted: ‘I still think grammar and vocabulary are
two very important parts. And in order to do a certain task well in terms
of both content and language, students need the grammar. So I don’t see
a task-based approach being simply achieving the task and that’s done.
It’s how the students achieve the task that is important.’

Marina has a clear set of principles that guide her approach to the
teaching of grammar (see Tsui, 2003:195–6):

• She firmly believes in an inductive (in the sense of ‘discovery learning’)
approach that requires the active participation of the students: ‘Well,
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Table 7: Marina’s LA test scores

Correction Recognition of Production of Explanation Total
of errors metalanguage metalanguage of errors

93.3% 88.9% 87.5% 53.3% 79%



when I teach grammar, I avoid just telling students the rules. I know
from my experience that if you just tell them “OK, this is like this, that
is like that”, very often they just forget. So what I always try to do in
a grammar lesson is not just telling them the rules, but trying to get
them to do something.’

• She tries to ensure that grammar is taught and practised in ‘natural’,
meaningful contexts: ‘Of course it’s not easy to be authentic, but I try
to think of meaningful situations where a certain grammar item is
used, and see whether it can be brought into the classroom.’

• She strongly believes in the value of collaborative learning: ‘In the
selection or design of activities, of course I am trying to get the stu-
dents to work not only individually, but at least in pairs or in groups,
so they help one another.’

• In setting up her activities, she often pushes her students to focus on
the quality of their collaborative output by putting it on ‘public
display’: ‘Quite often in order to really get them to do something, I tell
them that what they do will be discussed, commented on. That would
be some sort of public display. That’s also important. Because they
know “OK, we have to work together and then in ten minutes’ time
the teacher will ask us to show the class our product.”’

Planning is an extremely important aspect of Marina’s engagement with
the content of learning in her enactment of the curriculum. As Tsui (2003:
188) notes, ‘Marina never goes to class without preparation and a lesson
plan, no matter how busy she is.’ The e-mail below (Snapshot 13), which
Marina sent to me two days before I was due to watch her teach, illus-
trates both the intensity of Marina’s engagement with the content of learn-
ing, and also the non-routine nature of her planning and teaching: even
though she is teaching language items she has taught many times before,
and even though she is extremely busy, she is challenging herself to think
of fresh ways to handle the content rather than taking the ‘safe’ option.
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Snapshot 13: Marina’s pre-lesson e-mail

Date: Mon, 10 Jan 2005 09:03:02
From: Marina Tam
Subject: Your visit
To: Stephen Andrews

Dear Steve

My plan for this Wed’s lesson is still fuzzy as I didn’t have time to
plan it in detail. I might make modifications as well.



Like the GLTs in 6.4, Marina’s procedural TLA is distinguished from
that of less expert teachers by her ability to view the content of learning
and the challenges it poses from the learners’ perspective: ‘I found it
really helpful if I put myself into their shoes again. Because I learned
English maybe in a similar way . . . a slightly different way, but then still
like a second language learner.’ This affects Marina’s planning: ‘when-
ever I plan something I try to put myself in the shoes of my students. I
try to sort of think what they need, and how far they go, and whether
they can manage something or not.’ This ability also guides her as she
builds scaffolding into her lesson.
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Tomorrow’s lesson and Wednesday’s are related. My class is
clipping some news articles on the tsunami and tomorrow we’re
going to look at one story in the South China Morning Post dated
7.1.2005. The headline is “I watched as my wife was sucked into the
mud”. It’s mainly on comprehension – understanding the content.

On Wednesday, we’ll use the same article. I’ll do a quick revision.
Then I’ll draw students’ attention to some verbs in the article fol-
lowed by either gerunds/to-infinitives. Then we’ll look at some other
verbs from their Longman Express 3B textbook (there’s a grammar
page on this grammar point). There’s very little I can tell you now
regarding how I am going to use the grammar page. I’m still think-
ing. At this stage I’m inclined to draw students’ attention to 3 cate-
gories: verbs � gerunds, verbs � to-infinitives & verbs �
gerunds/to-infinitives. There are 3 verbs I plan to spend more time
on: remember, forget and stop, as these mean differently when fol-
lowed by gerunds and by to-infinitives. I might use a very simple
corpus to get students to work out the difference in meaning. But I
still need to work on it, and if I think of a better alternative I’ll
change my idea.

I’m still thinking of an activity for students to use the verbs �
gerunds/to-infinitives productively.

I should’ve let you have more details but these days are really
hectic. I’m doing English Panel book inspection and was in the school
browsing students’ writing and exercises on Saturday and Sunday.
Well, this is the real picture of English teaching in secondary schools.
Sometimes we don’t have time to plan lessons until the day before.

Will keep you informed of my plan.

Best wishes
Marina



Scaffolding the students’ learning is something that Marina takes great
pains over. Scaffolding plays a key role in maximising the effectiveness
of her inductive (‘discovery learning’) approach to the teaching of
grammar. It is a technique she picked up herself from her own foreign-
language learning experience: ‘I got this sort of scaffolding when I was
doing my German lessons at the Goethe Institut. That was many years
ago. I was still in the university. I went there, and there was a very good
teacher. He introduced me to the idea of pairwork. And he was able to
scaffold his lessons very well’ (see also Tsui, 2003:86–7). Snapshot 14
shows how Marina scaffolds students’ learning in the observed lesson
referred to in Snapshot 13.
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Snapshot 14: Marina’s lesson

It is 8.15 on a cold Wednesday morning in January. Marina has a
double (2 � 40 minutes) period with the forty students in her
Secondary 3 class (13- to 14-year-olds).

The lesson proceeds as follows:

• Marina begins by getting the students to retell to a partner the
story of the newspaper article studied the previous day. Each
student uses as a cue the pictures he/she has drawn to illustrate the
sequence of events in the story.

• Marina then writes on the board five verbs from the first two
columns of the story (love, wanted, kept, began and started) and
gives the students one minute to find and circle those verbs.

• She uses the board to focus briefly on the verb-chain patterns
with the first two verbs as used in the article, eliciting the terms
to-infinitive and gerund from the students. She draws two
columns on the board (headed ‘verb � gerund, verb � to-infini-
tive’), writing love in the first and want in the second. She asks
the students to assign the other three verbs to one or other of the
columns, based on the way they are used in the article. Then she
alerts the students to cases where the verb can be followed
by either a gerund or a to-infinitive, using love as an example.
She draws a third column on the board (headed ‘verb � gerund
or to-infinitive’) and the students agree to move love to that
column.

• Marina directs the students’ attention to the textbook (Longman
Express 3B) and the list of 21 verbs in the ‘HELP’ box on page 92.
The students discuss (in pairs) which of the three categories each
verb belongs to. Different students then volunteer their guesses.



Two important features of Marina’s planning, both of which are
indicative of the nature of her TLA, are her alertness in spotting oppor-
tunities for focusing on language content and her ability to recognise how
and in what ways the textbook treatment of content needs to be supple-
mented. These features are clearly illustrated in Snapshot 14 in her teach-
ing of gerunds and infinitives. First, when Marina was using the
newspaper article (referred to in Snapshot 13) for reading comprehension
during her Tuesday class, she had already realised, as the e-mail suggests,
that she could make use of it the following day: ‘I noticed those patterns
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Marina records their hypotheses on the board, without comment
or correction, using her three columns.

• Marina introduces the idea of using concordances to check pat-
terns of grammar usage. Using a visualiser, she illustrates the
process with two verbs from the list of 21 (want and start).

• She divides the class into groups of four. Each group has a set of
concordances (ten per verb) for the 19 remaining verbs from the
list, plus stop. Each member of the group has concordances for five
of the verbs. Individual group members, having arrived at conclu-
sions about the verb-chain patterns commonly found with their
own five verbs, report to the others in the group. Marina then gets
the groups to focus on their previous hypotheses, as listed on the
board, and to come forward to volunteer any necessary corrections.

• Marina then focuses specifically on verbs where there is a meaning
difference associated with the selection of � gerund or � to-
infinitive. She highlights three such verbs: remember, forget and
stop. Marina gives the students three short texts, relating true inci-
dents from her own life. Each text contains two examples (illus-
trating the two patterns) of one of the three verbs, and some
guiding questions. The students work individually and then in
groups to work out a general rule that holds for all three verbs.
They report to the class.

• Marina concludes by assigning two tasks. First, the students
are to write something true about their own life experiences,
using one or more of the verbs used by Marina in her own
texts. Then, they are asked, while they are fulfilling the school’s
requirement to read the South China Morning Post (Hong Kong’s
major English-language newspaper) every day, to note in the arti-
cles they read examples of the different patterns of verb-chaining
and to copy sample sentences into their grammar notebooks.



when I was reading and I thought “Oh yeah, it would be a good idea to
have that as a start, just to draw their attention to those patterns first.”’
She had also concluded that there were limitations with the textbook’s
treatment of the grammar point, which would not actively engage the stu-
dents: ‘We need a bit of work. Instead of me telling them, I prefer their
looking for some sort of answers. That is why I thought “OK, in this case
why don’t I ask them to look at the newspaper article first and single out
some words and introduce the three different categories . . .?” ’

In her planning, Marina constantly reviews what she is thinking of
doing in light of her students’ needs and abilities. In the lesson in Snapshot
14, for instance, the starting point was students’ needs and Marina’s
familiarity with their problems: ‘I particularly picked words like remem-
ber and stop because I’ve noticed that some students do have difficulty
understanding how to use them and I think they are pretty common
words and it would be good if they were able to master them.’ The stu-
dents are at the forefront of Marina’s thinking throughout the planning
process. Immediately after the lesson, she reports how she decided against
her original idea of using concordances to focus on remember, forget and
stop (an idea she was borrowing from Thornbury, 1999): ‘When I looked
at the lines, looked at the corpus, I was a little bit worried that the stu-
dents may not find it easy to understand. So I finally came up with – it
was yesterday – I came up with my own experience, trying to share with
them something about me, using the different patterns.’

Marina is constantly thinking about her teaching and contemplat-
ing modifications to her lesson plan, even as the lesson is proceeding (reflec-
tion-in-action). The idea for the second post-lesson task in Snapshot 14,
for example, arises spontaneously mid-class, stimulated by Marina’s desire
to encourage students to make meaningful use of their newspaper reading:
‘the idea suddenly came . . . “Why don’t I ask them to start reading the
newspaper and looking for examples?” That came in the lesson, yeah.’

As we saw with Anna, Bonnie and Trudi earlier, reflection is a central
characteristic of Marina’s approach to teaching – not in a formal sense
but, as she says, ‘This is something I do.’ Her immediate post-lesson
reflections cover various aspects of her teaching, but content-related
issues are a central part of the process:

The first thing that I would think about would be whether students
really learned from it. Yeah, and from that, I look at what makes it
possible for them to learn it, acquire it and what hinders their
acquisition. And then reflect on the activities I used, and how I
presented the grammar point . . . Because sometimes it did
happen, you know, I thought ‘OK in this certain activity they
might need a certain grammar point’, but it turned out to be not
exactly the case. It was those things I reflected on.
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Then as she prepares to teach something that she has taught before,
she uses her previous lesson plans as a stimulus for reflection on past
experience: ‘I try to just keep the very rough plans I have. So when I have
to use the same idea again, it helps me to recall what I did. But it doesn’t
mean I just do step 1 to step 10 again. I would look at it again and see
how I can change it.’

Like Anna, Bonnie and Trudi, Marina’s TLA in pedagogical practice
is also characterised by self-awareness. As we noted earlier, she is aware
of her own limitations, but at the same time she has sufficient self-
confidence that she does not feel the need to appear omniscient in front
of her students: ‘I don’t want them to think that what I say is always true.
Because it may not be the case at all . . . Sometimes I may say something
wrong, and I have to go back in the next lesson and say “Sorry! I made
a mistake.” ’

Linked to Marina’s self-awareness is her sensitivity to the fact that she
is at a very different stage of professional development from the ‘novice’
teachers in her English Panel, who would (she believes) find it quite dif-
ficult to admit to the class ‘I am not sure about this.’ Marina’s experience
of such teachers and their engagement with the content of learning is that
they lack the sort of understanding of grammar items, particularly the
understanding of the ‘natural use’ of those items, that would enable them
to develop teaching strategies and activities. She understands the extent
to which concerns about classroom management dominate the thinking
of the inexperienced teacher (as noted, for instance, by Nunan, 1992,
and discussed in 6.3 above). Marina recalls having experienced such
uncertainties herself: ‘I did undergo all these, you know, the whole
process of like how I experiment with the activities.’ However, Marina
recalls these experiences positively as challenges, rather than negatively
as problems: ‘Of course if you look at it in a positive way, it’s so chal-
lenging at the same time.’

Tsui (2003:227–8) describes expertise as ‘constant engagement in
exploration and experimentation, in problematising the unproblematic,
and responding to challenges’. As our detailed examination of Marina’s
TLA has shown, she possesses all these qualities. At the same time, it is
clear that in her pedagogical practice relating to grammar, as exemplified
in Snapshots 13 and 14, her expertise is not based solely upon a highly
developed TLA. Her pedagogical content knowledge in her enactment of
the curriculum is functioning as an ‘integrated and coherent whole’
(ibid.:250), with her TLA (including knowledge of students) and other
knowledge bases (such as knowledge of general pedagogy, knowledge of
language pedagogy, knowledge of language learning strategies and
knowledge of context) working seamlessly together to underpin her
exemplary performance.
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Tsui (2003) points out that her own characterisation of expertise is dif-
ferent from that of Dreyfus and Dreyfus (1986), who emphasise the intu-
itive, non-reflective nature of expertise. Tsui (2003) suggests that this
difference in conceptualisation may be in part due to Dreyfus and
Dreyfus’s confusion of expert performance on the one hand, and the
ways in which experts develop and maintain the ability to perform at
‘expert’ level on the other. It is also worth noting the discussion in the
education literature (see, e.g., Hatano and Inagaki, 1986; Hatano and
Oura, 2003) of the contrast between ‘routine experts’ and ‘adaptive
experts’. Bransford et al. (2005b:48–9) note that both types of expert
continue to learn throughout their lifetimes: ‘Routine experts develop a
core set of competencies that they apply throughout their lives with
greater and greater efficiency. In contrast, adaptive experts are much
more likely to change their core competencies and continually expand
the breadth and depth of their expertise.’ Routine expertise is seen as
being associated with efficiency, while adaptive expertise emphasises
innovation. The adaptive expert is seen as possessing not only efficiency,
but also the ability to adapt and innovate, even when this means
‘unlearning’ previous routines, ‘letting go’ of previously held beliefs and
tolerating the ambiguity of having to rethink one’s perspective. Marina
undoubtedly fits into the category of the ‘adaptive expert’: she is highly
efficient in every aspect of her pedagogical practice, but at the same time
she is constantly questioning herself, re-assessing her teaching and her
beliefs about what she does, and challenging herself to broaden and
deepen her knowledge and her expertise as a teacher.

6.6 Conclusion

In this chapter, we have looked at the TLA of teachers with a range of
experience and expertise, from total novices to highly experienced teach-
ers. We have also examined in detail the TLA of highly proficient and
expert teachers. In our discussion, we have noted the following:

• The process of teacher development is complex. Teachers do not
develop at the same pace. In particular, only a small percentage
ever become expert, and experience does not necessarily equate with
expertise.

• There are problems with the terms ‘novice teacher’ and ‘expert
teacher’. With ‘novice’, the issue is one of coverage: the term does not
differentiate between total novices and beginner teachers with some
experience of classroom teaching. With ‘expert’, the problem relates
to the criteria used to identify such teachers.
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• There is an apparent tendency for novice teachers to have lower levels
of declarative TLA than their more experienced counterparts working
in a similar context.

• Less experienced teachers’ engagement with the language content of
their lessons appears to be relatively superficial, because their attention
is focused more on issues, for example, of classroom management.

• The highly proficient NNS teachers of L2 English in the study dis-
cussed (Andrews and McNeill, 2005), while appearing to have
markedly higher levels of declarative TLA than the sample of novice
NNS teachers referred to in 6.3, still had room for improvement in
their knowledge of subject matter.

• The procedural TLA of those highly proficient L2 teachers also
revealed minor imperfections, but they generally exhibited a very high
level of TLA, characterised by willingness to engage with the language
content of learning, self-awareness (in particular, awareness of the lim-
itations of their own TLA) and a readiness to engage in reflection
about the content of learning as part of their everyday pedagogical
practice.

• Expertise in L2 teaching requires the teacher to be language-aware,
but that language awareness is a fully integrated part of the pedagog-
ical content knowledge (PCK) of the expert teacher: the various
knowledge bases making up the PCK of the L2 teacher (including
TLA) work seamlessly together to underpin expert performance.

• Adaptive experts differ from routine experts in that, in addition to the
efficiency of the latter, the former possess the ability to adapt and
innovate.

In the following chapter, our attention turns to the language awareness
of native-speaker and non-native-speaker L2 teachers.
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Questions for discussion and reflection

1) Based on Berliner’s (1994) five-stage model of teacher develop-
ment, where would you place yourself, and why? Are there some
aspects of (a) your overall teaching, and/or (b) your TLA that are
at a different stage of development from others? If so, which
aspects are more developed, which are less developed, and why?

2) When you first started L2 teaching, to what extent did you pri-
oritise issues of language content? Did your attitude change at
any stage? If so, when, and for what reasons?

3) In the teaching context with which you are most familiar, what
levels of subject-matter knowledge (declarative TLA) would you
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estimate that novice L2 teachers typically have? What are the
reasons for this situation? Is it a situation that is generally con-
sidered problematic?

4) The minor imperfections observed in the procedural TLA of the
three ‘Good Language Teachers’ (Andrews and McNeill, 2005)
all concern vocabulary rather than grammar. How would you
explain that? Would you expect to find a similar situation among
L2 teachers in the context with which you are most familiar?

5) The ‘expert’ teacher in this chapter and two of the three ‘Good
Language Teachers’ are non-native-speaker teachers of English
working within a particular teaching context: the Hong Kong
secondary school. In the teaching context(s) with which you are
familiar, would you expect the TLA of ‘expert’ L2 teachers to
take a similar or a different form?

6) Is an ‘expert’ teacher necessarily a ‘perfect’ teacher? Is it appro-
priate, for example, to label as an expert teacher of L2 English
anyone who does not achieve a score approaching 100% in the
Language Awareness test (Appendix)?



7 TLA and the native-speaker and non-
native-speaker debate

7.1 Introduction

The issue of native-speaker (NS) and non-native-speaker (NNS) teachers
of language, especially of L2 English, has been extensively discussed in
recent years. It is an issue that inspires passionate debate, both within
and outside the profession. The present chapter attempts a dispassionate
analysis of the issue, with particular reference to the TLA of teachers of
L2 English. The chapter begins by outlining some of the background to
the debate. It then goes on to examine the arguments and research find-
ings concerning the relative merits of NS and NNS teachers in relation
to the three types of language-related knowledge encompassed by the
label TLA: knowledge of language (i.e. language proficiency), knowledge
about language (i.e. declarative knowledge of subject matter) and know-
ledge of students (especially the cognitive knowledge of learners as it
relates to subject matter). It concludes with a brief discussion of English
as a Lingua Franca (ELF) and the potential impact of ELF on any con-
sideration of the relative merits of NS and NNS teachers.

7.2 The background to the issue: letters to the editor

At the time that I was writing this book, the two letters below appeared
in the South China Morning Post. As the opening sentence of the first
letter indicates, they formed part of a correspondence relating to profes-
sional standards among Hong Kong’s teachers of L2 English, and to the
role of NS teachers of English, including those, known as NETs (Native
English Teachers) in the Hong Kong context, who have been recruited as
part of the Hong Kong Government’s drive to improve standards of
English Language teaching in Hong Kong schools.

Although Letter 1 is unsigned, the writer is evidently a senior sec-
ondary school student (i.e. in Secondary 6 or 7) in a local (as opposed to
‘international’) school, and almost certainly a Cantonese NS. Readers
will no doubt react in different ways to the sentiments that are expressed
or implied in the letters, and perhaps also to the examples chosen by the
writer of Letter 1 as indicators of the alleged inadequacies of ‘local’, i.e.
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non-native-speaker (NNS) teachers. My purpose in quoting the two
letters in full is simply to illustrate the strength of feeling which the
NS/NNS teacher issue can inspire, not just among teachers themselves
but among all stakeholders in the education process, and to highlight the
concerns which provoke such correspondence.

At the heart of the issue is the question of language competence. Each
of the writers of the two letters has his/her personal ‘take’ on the rela-
tive merits of NS and NNS teachers of L2 English. However, as their

144

Teacher Language Awareness

Letter 1

Reason for teacher bias

Correspondent Beda Chan is right in saying that racial dis-
crimination exists in Hong Kong (‘HK teacher bias, too’,
December 1). However, this is, in fact, necessary and unavoid-
able.

The vast majority of local English-language teachers today do not
possess adequate language skills. They have a poor understanding of
formal vocabulary – words such as ‘divulge’ and ‘propound’. Their
oral skills, especially, are rather poor; many are unable to speak flu-
ently, while some even mispronounce certain words (examples of
this are the teachers who served as my examiners in the Hong Kong
Certificate of Education Examination, English syllabus B. They gave
me a D in oral fluency).

[Note: a ‘D’ grade represents a fairly low pass level]

As students, many of our English-language teachers got a C or D in
HKCEE English. They managed to enter the English or linguistics
stream simply because no one else wanted to. My point is not to
voice my grief over the HKCEE scores, but I have to say that such
teachers are not worthy of their positions. They simply mislead their
students. I am not saying that all non-native English teachers are
bad; there are indeed some able ones.

Yet what’s wrong with recruiting more native speakers? This is the
only means by which we can create a proper English-speaking envi-
ronment for our school children. Remember that native English
speaker does not refer to a white skin, but to anyone whose mother
tongue is English. For example, the school in which I am studying
has seven native-English teachers, three of them ethnic Chinese, and
one an African.

NAME AND ADDRESS SUPPLIED
(South China Morning Post, Letters page, 8 December 2005)



letters make clear, there are common perceptions among the general
public that NS and NNS teachers of L2 English possess different
strengths and weaknesses: while NS teachers may, for obvious reasons,
have greater oral fluency and wider knowledge of vocabulary than the
majority of their NNS counterparts, the subject-matter knowledge of
the latter (in particular, their explicit knowledge of grammar) may be
markedly better.

The NS/NNS comparison would no doubt inspire heated debate even
if discussion were confined solely to the sensitive question of language
competence. What makes the issue especially highly charged emotionally
is the ideological and racial (racist) dimension. The privileging of the NS
teacher of English has been seen by a number of critics (see, e.g.,
Phillipson, 1992) as being ideologically, politically and economically
motivated, part of the ‘linguistic imperialism’ that is said to lie behind
the worldwide spread of English. According to Kramsch (1999:34, cited
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Letter 2

Unqualified teachers

Is recruiting more native speakers the solution to Hong Kong’s dete-
riorating English standards and a better option than the inadequate
language skills of many local English teachers (‘Reason for teacher
bias’, December 8)?

I doubt it. Many foreign institutes offer English-teaching courses
in Hong Kong. They are not strict about participants’ academic
qualifications. It is not surprising that many enrol because they
cannot find a job in their own profession, or they are visiting and
need pocket money.

A British man I know paid $5,000 [roughly £350 or US$640] and
attended a one-month course. He has been teaching English to 3- to
10-year-old children at a famous kindergarten in Kowloon Tong for
over two years. A hairdresser, he has a secondary school education
level. Although he speaks fluent English, he cannot spell and does
not understand grammar. But no one will question his language
skills because he is white.

None of his mates on the course were teachers by training, but
yoga instructors, real estate agents and salesmen. Most were unem-
ployed. Shouldn’t they have the same qualifications as local teachers
of English?
NAME AND ADDRESS SUPPLIED

(South China Morning Post, Letters page, 12 December 2005)



in Llurda, 2004), ‘it is the teaching of ESL within an assimilationist ide-
ology that has canonised (or beatified) the native speaker around the
world’. Kachru (1997:9) has described the idealisation of the NS as one
of a number of myths hanging ‘like a linguistic albatross around the
necks of the users of the language’, while Rajagopalan (1999:203)
describes the NS/NNS distinction as ‘at best a convenient myth the lin-
guists have got used to working with, and at worst the visible tip of an
insidious ideological iceberg’.

As the letters above point out, the debate about NS/NNS teachers of
English has also become linked to questions of race. Rajagopalan
(2005:287), for example, notes that the native speaker, instead of being
an ‘innocent theoretical reference point in language teaching, . . . is
increasingly being seen today as a concept shot through with ideologi-
cal, indeed often racist, connotations’. The impact of such racism, as
experienced by the NNS teacher, is perhaps most evident in employ-
ment practices, where an employer’s stated preference for a NS teacher
of English may often translate into a preference for a white Anglo-
Saxon. A recent editorial in the Education section of the South China
Morning Post confirms that racist employment practices (though
apparently not in operation at the school attended by the writer of
Letter 1 above) are fairly commonplace in the Hong Kong primary and
secondary schools for which NETs are recruited. The editorial suggests
that Hong Kong, in its recruitment of teachers of English, might tap the
expertise of nearby countries such as the Philippines, Singapore and
India. However, as the writer then notes, ‘there are huge barriers to
such a move, not least prejudice and racism. Already, there is a ten-
dency among many schools to prefer white, western NETs ahead of
others’ (Forestier, 2005).

The issue of the NS/NNS teacher is far from simple, and a detailed
examination of all its complexities is beyond the scope of the current
volume. However, my view is that L2 teacher competence does not
depend on where one happens to be placed (or where one chooses to
place oneself) on the NS/NNS continuum, and most certainly not on
one’s ethnicity. As we have seen from previous chapters, such compe-
tence requires any teacher, from whatever background, to develop a
number of knowledge bases, both generic and subject-specific, and to
maintain them at a level at which they can work harmoniously, mutu-
ally informing and supporting each other to underpin the teacher’s
enactment of the curriculum. Central among these knowledge bases is
TLA, a label that encompasses three types of knowledge integral to the
debate on NS/NNS teachers: knowledge of language (i.e. language pro-
ficiency), knowledge about language (i.e. declarative knowledge of
subject matter) and knowledge of students (especially the cognitive
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knowledge of learners as it relates to subject matter). In the following
sections, we shall look at arguments and research findings relating to
each of these in turn. First, though, we shall look briefly at some of the
history of the NS/NNS teacher debate.

7.3 The NS/NNS teacher issue: why it is not a simple
dichotomy

In recent years, there has been a significant growth in the literature focus-
ing on the NNS teacher (see, e.g., Braine, 1999; Kamhi-Stein, 2004; and
Llurda, 2005a). The contributors to those volumes generally elect to use
the terms NS and NNS teachers, although they sometimes prefer to refer
to the latter as ‘non-native English-speaking professionals’ or ‘non-
native educators in ELT’. As the use of these alternative phrases suggests,
the terms NS and NNS are felt to be potentially problematic in a number
of ways.

First, their use suggests that there is a simple dichotomy. On the one
hand, there are those who satisfy what Davies (1996a:156) calls the ‘bio-
developmental definition’ of native speaker, a definition which is based
on Bloomfield’s use of the term: ‘The first language a human being learns
to speak is his [sic] native language; he is a native speaker of that lan-
guage’ (Bloomfield, 1933:43). On the other hand, there are all the rest,
who do not fulfil that criterion and who are therefore by definition NNS
of that language. Such a dichotomy is, however, an over-simplification,
as Table 8 illustrates.

Table 8 profiles six student teachers, chosen randomly from an intake
of 120, all about to embark on a one-year full-time postgraduate pre-
service teacher education course at the University of Hong Kong, major-
ing in L2 English. The majority who register for that course are
Cantonese NS (i.e. NNS of English), like Clarice and Grace in Table 8,
and would unhesitatingly label themselves in that way. Each year, there
is also a minority of participants (roughly 10%) who are prototypical NS
of English, like Veronica below. But then there are also several, like
Jennifer, Sejal and Wilma, who are much more difficult to classify. They
may not be NS of English by the ‘bio-developmental’ definition referred
to above, but they nevertheless regard English as their major language.
In other words, there is a contrast between their ‘language inheritance’
and their ‘language affiliation’ (Rampton, 1990). The situation in Hong
Kong may be unusual in certain respects, but Table 8 shows some of
the variations that may be masked when labelling teachers as ‘native
speakers’, or indeed ‘novices’ (see Chapter 6), and highlights the indi-
viduality of each teacher’s formative experiences.
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It is with such variations in mind that I referred in 7.2 to the NS/NNS
continuum. In this way one can acknowledge that, while there are large
numbers who could/would not be ascribed (by themselves or by others)
as anything but NS or NNS, there are many who fall somewhere in
between. Towards the NS end of the continuum, for instance, as shown
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Table 8: The profiles of six student teachers on a pre-service L2 teacher
education course

Name Age Own description First degree Teaching/work
of language experience
background

Clarice 22 Cantonese NS BA English Small amount of one-
and Translation, to-one L2 English
Hong Kong teaching

Grace 23 Cantonese NS BA TESL, Hong Some teaching
Kong experience including

practicum on 1st
degree

Jennifer 30 Cantonese mother BSc in Worked in business in
tongue (‘now poor’); Accounting, UK the UK; no teaching
regards English as experience
1st language

Sejal 36 Gujarati mother BSc in Two years’ experience
tongue; regards Zoology, India of Science teaching in
English as 1st India, and some years
language of work in banking in

the US

Wilma 32 Tagalog mother BSc in Business Several years’ business
tongue; regards Administration, experience in Hong
English as 1st the Philippines Kong; has RSA/
language UCLES CELTA and

some limited L2
English teaching
experience

Veronica 34 English NS; born BA in Modern Small amount of one-
and educated in the Languages to-one L2 English
UK (French and teaching since coming

Spanish), UK to Hong Kong as 
dependent spouse;
previous experience in
publishing



in Figure 4, we find teachers like Jennifer, Sejal and Wilma in Table 8,
who distinguish, in their terms, a ‘first’ (i.e. most important) language
from their native language in the bio-developmental sense. Then,
towards the NNS end, there are teachers like Maggie (as seen in Chapter
5), who would describe herself as a Cantonese NS and a NNS of English,
but many of whose ‘difficulties’ in dealing with the content of learning
may be linked at least in part to her experience of having acquired her
English largely through immersion, i.e. like a NS.

A second potential problem with the terms NS and NNS teacher arises
from the privileging of the former and the resulting negative perceptions
associated with the latter. In spite of the fact that, as Canagarajah (1999)
has noted, NNS teachers make up more than 80% of the EFL/ESL teach-
ing force worldwide, they have not been generally accepted in English-
speaking countries until recently, however well qualified they may be
(Braine, 2005:275), and even in their own countries, as Letter 1 above
reveals, they are not always well regarded. Rajagopalan (2005:284)
writes of the low self-esteem of NNS teachers, whom he describes as
being marginalised, discriminated against and, until recently, largely
‘resigned to their pariah status’. Braine (1999) recalls the difficulty he and
colleagues had in trying to find a name for the proposed caucus for non-
native educators within the TESOL organisation, citing the suggestion
made by one prospective member of the caucus that using the term NNS
was akin to using the slave-owner’s language. Braine (1999:xvii) ascribes
this difficulty to the struggle for self-definition and the identity crisis
prevailing among non-native professionals.

The argument of those who contest the use of the term NNS (e.g.,
Garvey and Murray, 2004) is that it continues to privilege the NS model,
defining NNS teachers in terms of what they lack, rather than what they
possess: their bi- or multilingualism. This is the point made by
Seidlhofer (2004:229) when she speaks of a ‘counterproductive and
divisive terminology which hinges on a negative particle, and which has
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Figure 4: The NS/NNS ‘continuum’ – an illustration1

Wilma Maggie
Grace

ClariceVeronica
NS NNS

Sejal
Jennifer

1 In speaking of a NS/NNS continuum, I recognise that I am simplifying the interaction of a
complex set of factors (see, e.g., Rampton, 1990; Leung, Harris and Rampton, 1997). The way
I have placed individuals on the continuum in Figure 4 is based on a combination of factors:
the bio-developmental criterion; individuals’ experiences of acquiring English; and the extent
to which they identify with English because of the role it plays in their lives. It is not intended
to reflect language proficiency (‘language expertise’ in the terms used by Rampton, 1990), the
issue discussed in 7.4.



had correspondingly negative effects on English language pedagogy’.
Garvey and Murray (2004) prefer to use the term ‘multilingual teacher’
rather than NNS teacher, because they perceive the former to be both
more inclusive and more accurate. While acknowledging the complex-
ity of the issue of NS identity and the fact that the term ‘multilingual
teacher’ succeeds in avoiding the negative connotations of ‘NNS
teacher’, the creation of a new dichotomy between NS teachers and mul-
tilingual teachers is also problematic, because such a distinction implies
that the former are, by definition, monolingual. A sizeable proportion
of NS teachers may indeed be effectively monolingual, having achieved
little or no success as L2 learners. However, there are a significant
number of other NS teachers, such as Veronica in Table 8, who could
justifiably claim to be multilingual. Given the usefulness of the NS/NNS
continuum (borrowed from Medgyes, 1994, who uses the phrase ‘inter-
language continuum’) as a way of dealing with the infinite variety of
individuals’ language backgrounds, the remainder of this chapter and
the book will continue to refer to that continuum and to employ the
terms NS and NNS teacher, because (whatever their limitations) these
terms are widely used in the literature, including that which is written
by NNS educators themselves.

Many aspects of the NS/NNS teacher issue (as it relates to English) can
be linked to the on-going debate about the status of non-native World
Englishes (see, e.g., Kachru, 1985; 1990) and the implications of using
them as pedagogical models in the classroom (as discussed by, for
instance, Quirk, 1990; Bhatt, 1995; and Nelson, 1995; Kirkpatrick,
2007). Quirk (1985:6) has articulated the view that the pedagogical
model for EFL/ESL should be exonormative, i.e. derived from standard
British or American English: ‘The relatively narrow range of purposes
for which the non-native needs to use English (even in ESL countries) is
arguably well catered for by a single monochrome standard form that
looks as good on paper as it sounds in speech.’ Kachru (1991), mean-
while, has adopted the opposing position, arguing that learners of
English outside the so-called Inner Circle (where English functions pri-
marily as L1) should aim at an endonormative model of English, based
on an educated indigenous variety. For writers such as Phillipson (1992),
the dominance of British and American varieties of English associated
with the exonormative view represents linguistic hegemony (the ‘lin-
guistic imperialism’, referred to in 7.1). The perceived danger of such
hegemony is that it may damage the vitality of local multilingualism
(Canagarajah, 1999:208) and lead to the undermining of the cultural
identity of both the NNS learner and the NNS teacher.

Linked to this association of American and British English with the
worst aspects of economic globalisation and the legacy of colonialism is
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what Phillipson (1992:193–9) describes as the ‘native-speaker fallacy’,
that ‘the ideal teacher of English is a native speaker’. This was the con-
ventional wisdom in the early days of the TEFL/TESL profession, as evi-
denced, according to Phillipson, by the 1961 Makerere Conference
(discussed in Phillipson, 1992:183–5,193–9).2 As a number of commen-
tators have observed (for instance, Braine, 2005; Rajagopalan, 2005),
this ‘apotheosis of the native speaker’ (Rajagopalan, 1997) can also be
associated (though not as an intended outcome) with developments in
theoretical linguistics at the time. Chomsky’s Generative Grammar (the
dominant theory in the 1960s) saw the goal of linguistic theory as being
to describe the knowledge of the language that provides the basis for the
actual use of knowledge by a speaker-hearer. Such descriptions, in
Chomskyan linguistics, were based upon the ‘ideal speaker-listener, in a
completely homogeneous speech community, who knows its language
perfectly’ (Chomsky, 1965:3). For Chomsky, a grammar was only
descriptively adequate ‘to the extent that it correctly describes the intrin-
sic competence of the idealised native speaker’ (1965:24).

At the same time, however, there were those in the ‘real world’ of
TEFL/TESL who were already aware of the potential limitations of the
NS teacher. With the growth of the EFL industry during this period, it
was very easy for untrained NS graduates to find employment teaching
English, and many such graduates entered the EFL profession with the
attitude, according to John Haycraft, the founder of International House
(IH), ‘“ I’m English, aren’t I? So I can teach my own language, can’t I?” ’
(Haycraft, 1988). In response to the inadequacy of such minimal quali-
fications for language teaching, Haycraft and his wife set up short, highly
practical TEFL courses. NS graduates of that generation had typically
learned about the grammar of English while at school, but they had no
experience of analysing language from the perspectives of learning and
the learner. Because of this, the IH courses included from the beginning
a certain amount of ‘language analysis’ (i.e. TLA). These short intensive
TEFL courses developed into the ‘IH four-week courses’, which in
turn gave rise to similar EFL teacher-training programmes throughout
the world (via the RSA/Cambridge CTEFLA scheme, now known as
the CELTA).

The need for increased attention to TLA on such programmes became
more and more apparent in the 1980s and 1990s, particularly as
providers of training realised that most native speakers of English below
a certain age had no experience of studying English grammar, even at
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2 Phillipson asserts that this was the view of the Makerere Conference. However, this interpre-
tation has been strongly challenged by Davies (1996b:493), who quotes as counter-evidence
recommendation (b) from page 6 of the conference report: ‘Our aim is to provide at all levels
qualified teachers who are indigenous to the country in which the teaching takes place.’



school (see Andrews, 1994). The experience of one NS teacher of English
working in Hungary is perhaps typical: ‘Most native teachers I know
never really came across grammar until they started teaching it. So
you have to learn it as you go along’ (Arva and Medgyes, 2000:361).
Recognition of a growing concern with TLA issues among teacher
education providers is implicit in the greater emphasis given to the teach-
ing and assessment of language awareness within such TEFL pro-
grammes as the revamped and unified RSA/Cambridge Diploma for
English Language teachers (now known as DELTA).

By contrast, there have usually been fewer doubts about the TLA of
non-native-speaker teachers of English. While it may be generally per-
ceived, as Arva and Medgyes (2000:357) suggest, that such teachers
‘speak poorer English, use “bookish” language, and use English less con-
fidently’ than NS teachers, it has also been assumed that NNS teachers
have ‘more insight into and better meta-cognitive knowledge of
grammar’ than their NS counterparts (ibid.:364), because of their edu-
cational background and training. In recent years, however, this assump-
tion has been called into question in many parts of the world because the
demand for appropriately qualified teachers of English has far outgrown
the supply. The inevitable result of this shortage is that there are large
numbers of inadequately prepared EFL/ESL teachers working in both the
public and private sectors.

This particular problem does not only affect developing countries: in
Hong Kong, for example, a survey carried out in 1991 suggested that
only 27% of graduate secondary school English teachers were subject-
trained, while a mere 21% had both subject training and professional
training (Tsui et al., 1994). The situation in Hong Kong prompted the
following comment in a government report: ‘One of the major problems
besetting the teaching of languages in schools in Hong Kong is the large
number of language teachers who are not “subject-trained” ’ (Education
Commission, 1995:18). According to the Commission, many teachers
of English in Hong Kong ‘lack depth of knowledge in the subject, or
skills in teaching it as a subject, or both’ (ibid.:49). Government con-
cerns about the negative impact of these alleged deficiencies on student
learning have led directly to a range of requirements, designed ‘to ensure
that language teachers are adequately prepared for their work, i.e. pro-
ficient in the language they teach, well grounded in subject knowledge
and acquainted with the latest theories and practices in language teach-
ing and learning’ (SCOLAR, 2003:3). The Government’s measures
include the establishment of a Language Proficiency Requirement
(LPR), with one route to the attainment of this ‘benchmark’ being the
achievement of a Pass in the specially created Language Proficiency
Assessment for Teachers (or LPAT) (see, e.g., Coniam and Falvey, 2002,
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for further discussion). The LPR applies both to NNS and to NS teach-
ers of English.

As noted earlier, the arguments about the relative merits of NS and
NNS L2 teachers centre on their language-related competences, particu-
larly their knowledge of language (i.e. language proficiency) and their
knowledge about language (i.e. their declarative knowledge of subject
matter), together with their knowledge of their students. Each of these
competences will now be discussed in turn.

7.4 The language proficiency of NS and NNS teachers

Conventional wisdom regarding the language proficiency of NS and NNS
teachers suggests, not surprisingly, that this is the area in which the NS
teacher has the edge. This commonsense view is supported by various
studies of stakeholder perceptions. Benke and Medgyes (2005:207), for
instance, reporting the results of a survey of 422 Hungarian learners of
English in various types of institution, note a number of favourable com-
ments associated with NS teachers’ oral proficiency: ‘With respect to NS
teachers, learners spoke highly of their ability to teach conversation
classes and to serve as perfect models for imitation. They were also found
to be more capable of getting their learners to speak.’ Meanwhile, Llurda
(2005b), in a survey investigating practicum supervisors’ views of NNS
TESOL students in North America, reports that, although the vast major-
ity of such students are perceived to be highly competent English speak-
ers, they are generally seen to have some limitations in their command of
English in comparison with their NS counterparts. Llurda also records
that ‘a relatively important proportion’ (from 14% to 28%) of interna-
tional students in North American TESOL programmes are considered to
be ‘weak’ or ‘problematic’ in fluency, grammar, listening comprehension,
accent and also, interestingly, in language awareness.

Medgyes, in his groundbreaking 1994 book The non-native teacher,
refers to language proficiency limitations as the ‘dark side of being a non-
native’. Medgyes speaks of the ‘language deficit’ of the NNS teacher,
describing the NNS teacher as ‘more or less handicapped in terms of a
command of English’ (p. 76). According to Medgyes, who uses the terms
NESTs (native-speaking teachers of English) and non-NESTs:

On the whole, non-NESTs are well aware of their linguistic
handicap and of its all-pervasive nature: in no area of English-
language proficiency can we emulate NESTs: we are poorer
listeners, speakers, readers and writers. True enough, long stays in
English-speaking countries, hard work and dedication can help us
to narrow the gap between ‘us’ and ‘them’, but very few of us will
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ever be able to catch up. To achieve native-like proficiency is
wishful thinking.

(Medgyes, 1994:33)

As Rajagopalan (2005:293) notes, such self-awareness can be very
demoralising for the NNS teacher: ‘the very idea that they can never be
equal to their NS colleagues often makes them enter into a spirit of con-
formity or even defeatism, paving the way for frustration and lack of
enthusiasm to go on investing in themselves’.

It could, however, be argued that Medgyes is being excessively modest
in his observations and is underrating the abilities of the NNS teacher as
well as overestimating, by comparison, the merits of the NS teacher.
NSs are not, by right of birth, automatically endowed with the ability to
be articulate orally or coherent in the writing of their L1. Davies
(2001:273), for instance, refers to the problems even educated NSs
experience because of their lack of ‘fluency in the written elaborate code’,
saying that they often have ‘an inability to control the resources of the
standard language in such a way that they can communicate their mean-
ings in written English to their readers’ (ibid.). Anecdotal evidence sug-
gests that such abilities are not always present even among those who
teach their L1 as a foreign or second language. It is also worth noting
that NS teachers of English in Hong Kong, obliged like their NNS coun-
terparts to fulfil the Language Proficiency Requirement referred to
above, have not necessarily performed especially well on the ‘bench-
mark’ tests.

Rajagopalan (2005) explores this issue further, arguing very persua-
sively that it is wrong to assume that being a NS means that one is perfect
in all the four language skills. As he points out, ‘the so-called native is
native only in speaking, that too at a none-too-exciting level of practical
utility (by any standard, far from the kind of competence an L2 learner
is typically looking for)’ (Rajagopalan, 2005:296). Rajagopalan
observes that the communicative abilities that L2 students typically seek
to acquire involve being able to do things with language, and are there-
fore concerned with discursive or rhetorical skills rather then purely lin-
guistic skills. He observes that the development of such skills requires
hard work and years of practice, with the NS on almost the same footing
as the NNS, because these skills draw on competences other than the
purely linguistic, ‘which are nobody’s monopoly, howsoever well
endowed by birth’ (ibid.:297).

Any discussion of the relative merits of NS and NNS teachers in terms
of their language proficiency also needs to be contextualised. If the
target language model is exonormative, and the learners are being
trained principally in order to communicate with native speakers, then
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the NS teacher (assuming he/she is educated and articulate) may possess
certain advantages as a model. However, if the learning goals relate
primarily to English as a Lingua Franca (ELF), i.e. with preparing the
learners to function internationally using English as a means of com-
munication with other NNSs of English, then any assets the NS teacher
of English possesses in terms of native proficiency in, for example,
British, American or Australian English become largely irrelevant,
because effective communication in lingua franca uses of English is
not dependent on conforming to NS norms. This issue is discussed
further in 7.7.

7.5 The declarative TLA of NS and NNS teachers

If language proficiency is the domain in which NS teachers are generally
assumed to have the advantage, the reverse is true in any comparison of
NS and NNS teachers in terms of their knowledge of subject matter, i.e
their declarative TLA. Medgyes (1994), for instance, notes that NNS
teachers are more insightful than NS teachers, which he attributes to dif-
ferences in the processes by which they have developed mastery of the
language:

Acquisition being largely unconscious, NESTs [i.e. NS teachers]
are not aware of the internal mechanisms operating language use
and are therefore unable to give their students relevant
information about language learning. On the other hand, during
their own learning process, non-NESTs have amassed a wealth of
knowledge about the English language. Their antennae can
intercept even the minutest item as a possible source of problems,
of which NESTs are likely to take no notice.

(Medgyes, 1994:60)

Seidlhofer (1999:242) also emphasises the advantages of the NNS
teacher in comparison with the NS teacher, that ‘because of their own
language learning experience, they have usually developed a high degree
of conscious, or declarative, knowledge of the internal organisation of
the code itself – unlike native-speaker teachers, whose access to the code
is usually firmly anchored in context and who may therefore find it more
difficult to abstract from specific instances’.

Two of the studies referred to in the previous chapter shed some light
on the differences between NS and NNS teachers of English in terms of
their declarative knowledge of grammar and grammatical terminology.
Andrews (1996), for instance, illustrates some of the difficulties novice
NS teachers encounter when attempting to deal with issues of language
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content. In that study (described briefly in 6.3 above), five pairs of novice
teachers were videotaped as they planned a lesson on the Present Perfect.
The four NNS pairs, although exhibiting the differences in priority noted
in 6.3, could all talk quite knowledgeably and confidently about the
Present Perfect. The performance of the two NSs, Kylie and Mary
(Snapshot 15 below), was, by contrast, noticeably different.
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Snapshot 15: Kylie and Mary planning a lesson on the Present
Perfect

Kylie and Mary are very aware of their own lack of explicit knowl-
edge. Kylie confesses her ignorance at the outset, and even half an
hour into the task, following extensive consultation of the grammar
book with her partner, she is no more confident:

Kylie: [looking at book] I don’t think I’d actually be able to teach
this . . . Being serious cos I don’t really understand it enough myself.

Much of their discussion consists of an attempt to overcome their
lack of previous explicit knowledge, and of efforts to wrestle with
the uses of the Present Perfect as listed in the grammar book by
working out examples themselves.

During the planning discussion, Mary recognises a number of
parallels with her own experiences as a learner of French. This is
linked to a dawning realisation (after almost 40 minutes of discus-
sion) of the connection between English grammar and French
grammar: the similarities and the differences:

Mary: Well I probably learned this when I was doing French . . .
[looking at grammar book with puzzled expression]

Kylie: A-level . . . there’s no way we learned the Present Perfect in
GCSE

Mary: I think we might have done
Kylie: I don’t think we did . . . I don’t think I’ve ever heard of it

in my life [laughs]
Mary: I think we might have done . . . [looking at book] . . . hang

on . . . of course you have . . .
Kylie: Or have we done the wrong one? [laughs]
Mary: Oh I’m going to say something that’s going to sound so

stupid
Kylie: Go on . . . say it
Mary: [looking at book] This is the same as the Perfect Tense in

French . . . This is the Perfect Tense
Kylie: Is it? [laughs]



Kylie and Mary are, of course, only one pair of NSs, who in this case
had not had the benefit of either tertiary education or professional train-
ing. They were ‘gap year’ students, between school and university, who
were working in Hong Kong as English Language Teaching Assistants
(ELTAs) giving conversation classes in local secondary schools.
Nevertheless, such difficulties are not uncommon among NS teachers. In
Arva and Medgyes’ (2000) study of NS and NNS teachers of English in
Hungarian classrooms, the NS teachers are well aware of their weak-
nesses. One, for instance, acknowledges that ‘The non-native teacher has
learnt grammar and is able to convey that to people very clearly with no
wastage, whereas I would have to more often look up to find out what I
was being asked about’ (Arva and Medgyes, 2000:362), while another
ruefully observes ‘This is wrong and this is the correct way you should
say it, I know, but I can’t explain why it’s wrong or right’ (ibid.:361).

Andrews (1999c), also discussed in 6.3, examines data comparing the
declarative knowledge of grammar and grammatical terminology of NS
and NNS teachers of English as measured by a 60-item Language
Awareness (LA) test. As the earlier discussion indicated, the NNS teach-
ers in the study generally performed better than the NS teachers. The
overall mean score for the serving NNS teachers was 70.3%, compared
with 56.1% for the novice NNS teachers and 51.75% for the combined
novice NS teacher groups. Performance on the three most demanding
parts of the test revealed a similar pattern. As noted previously, however,
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Mary: Past Tense . . . yeah . . . je suis allée, I have been . . . or I
went . . . no it’s not actually . . . the Present no . . . in French it’s
something different . . .

Such exchanges as they had about how to teach the Present Perfect
focused mainly on the extent to which the explicit teaching of
grammar and grammatical terminology was a good thing:

Mary: I’d do the Present Perfect forms . . .
Kylie: Yeah I’d do that but I don’t know whether I’d tell them

‘This is the negative form’, ‘This is the negative question’ . . . cos
that’s just . . . well just all confusing . . .

Mary: Yeah but how else . . . would you say it?
Kylie: . . . I’d say . . . well I don’t know . . . I’d say ‘You can use

the Present Perfect if you’re wanting to ask a question.’
Mary: Yeah . . . which is the question
Kylie: Yeah but it’s not giving them a name for it . . . cos that’s just

gonna confuse them . . . what I’m saying is that I wouldn’t give them
all these like little name things . . . cos it’ll just get too confusing.



significant differences became apparent among the results achieved by
the NS novice teachers when the scores of those with first degrees in
Modern Languages were compared with the scores of those with an
English Studies background, with the former outperforming the latter
(see Table 6, p. 122).

It would, of course, be a mistake to read too much into these results,
given the nature of the test, the small sample size (n = 10 in each NS
novice teacher sub-group) and the lack of detailed information about par-
ticipants’ tertiary studies or the nature/extent of their bi- or multilingual-
ism. It may be tempting to attribute the better performance of the NS
Modern Languages group to the impact of their multilingualism on their
language awareness. That would, however, entail an assumption that
most if not all of the NS English Studies group were monolingual. A more
likely explanation is that the NS Modern Languages group overall had
more in-depth experience of the formal study of language(s) and a more
recent need to show familiarity with grammatical terminology (albeit in
relation to languages other than English) as part of their PGCE Major
studies. Whatever the explanation, the markedly better performance of
the NS novices from a Modern Languages background was an interest-
ing finding, which could usefully be explored in greater depth and in
other contexts.

In addition to comparing the LA test performance of NS and NNS
teachers, Andrews (1999c) also reveals the kind of problem that novice
NS teachers often experience with ‘all these like little name things’, i.e.
grammatical terminology. One of the four tasks in the LA test (see
Appendix) requires the test-taker to supply an appropriate grammatical
term for the item underlined in each of twelve sentences. Some of the labels
suggested by the NS novice teachers are shown in the samples below.
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• Alice fell asleep during the lecture.
‘passive verb’; ‘conjunction’; ‘adjective’; ‘present continuous’;
‘present participle’

• Mrs Wong has been living in that flat for years.
‘past participle’; ‘verb imperfect tense’; ‘past tense verb’; ‘present
passive’; ‘pluperfect’; ‘past perfect’; ‘past continuous’; ‘continu-
ous imperfect’

• There are still a lot of things to be done.
‘conjunction’; ‘future verb’; ‘auxiliary verb’; ‘verb to be past
tense’; ‘future perfect’; ‘past perfect’



However, just as in relation to language proficiency we noted the danger
of oversimplification and over-generalising the assumed advantages of the
NS teacher, so in considering declarative knowledge of subject matter we
should be equally cautious in assuming that NNS teachers are necessarily
adequately equipped or better equipped than their NS counterparts. Well-
educated, professionally trained and experienced NNS teachers should
certainly be expected to have higher levels of subject-matter knowledge
than NS teachers with irrelevant first degrees (if any) and limited profes-
sional training, alongside whom they may find themselves working. But,
as we have seen in earlier chapters, not all NNS teachers have relevant
study backgrounds, and many of them have weaknesses in their TLA that
are attributable at least in part to gaps in their declarative knowledge of
subject matter. At the same time, not all NS teachers lack appropriate
qualifications and professional training, and not all of them have the
impoverished levels of subject-matter knowledge described above.

7.6 NS and NNS teachers’ knowledge of students

Our third TLA-related area of comparison is another in which the NNS
teacher is generally acknowledged to have the edge over the NS, as seen,
for example, in Llurda’s study of TESOL practicum supervisors’ percep-
tions of their NNS and NS students. The supervisors’ perception of their
NNS students’ ‘Language Awareness’, defined by Llurda (2005b:152) as
‘the capacity to understand and to help L2 students understand the com-
plexities and the generalisable aspects of language’, was that it was better
or equal to that of NSs (in 34% of cases better and in 50% equal).

As Medgyes (1994:61) points out, this advantage may be especially
apparent in situations where teacher and students have the same L1:
‘Non-NESTs [i.e. NNS teachers] sharing the learners’ mother tongue are
in a particularly favourable position. Since we have jumped off the same
springboard as our students, both in a linguistic and cultural sense, we
are intrinsically more sensitive to their difficulties than NESTs.’
Seidlhofer (1999:242) refers to the advantage that NNS teachers have
in being ‘distanced’ from the language they teach because they have had
to learn it themselves: ‘This distancing from the context can be an
important advantage since all learning involves abstracting from
context, via a conceptual rather than a contextual apprehension of
meaning. Non-native teachers of a foreign language are already at a
remove from the language, quite naturally distanced.’ According to
Seidlhofer, this enables the NNS teacher to ‘get into the skin of the
foreign learner’ in ways that would be much more difficult for the NS
teacher (ibid.:243).
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Meanwhile, Cook (2005) makes the separate but related point that the
NNS teacher presents learners with the encouraging example of someone
who has become a successful L2 user:

The non-native teacher has been through the same route as
the students and has acquired another language, a living
demonstration that this is possible for non-native learners. They
[i.e. NNS teachers] have shared the student’s own experience at
some time in their lives and have learnt the language by the same
route that the students are taking. The native speaker teacher
cannot appreciate their experiences and problems except at
second hand.

(Cook, 2005:57)

The NS teacher, on the other hand, may actually be a source of discour-
agement for some students, because of the unattainable level of language
proficiency such a teacher exemplifies.

Although arguments of the sort quoted in the preceding paragraphs
are increasingly common in the literature, there has been relatively little
research comparing NS and NNS teachers’ sensitivity to language diffi-
culty from the learner/learning perspective, in spite of the fact that (as
noted in Chapter 2) such sensitivity forms an important part of TLA.
McNeill (2005) is, however, one such study: in this case a comparison of
NS and NNS teachers’ ability to identify sources of difficulty in a peda-
gogical text. As McNeill observes, the assumption motivating such
research is that 

teachers who are aware of the language which their students find
difficult are more likely to be effective in teaching because they can
focus their attention on learners’ actual needs. Conversely, it is
assumed that teachers who are less aware of their students’
language problems will be less effective because they devote
teaching time to language which may not be required by students
and neglect areas where a teacher’s help would be beneficial.

(McNeill, 2005:108)

In McNeill’s study (also discussed in Chapter 6), four groups of teach-
ers were asked to make predictions about lexical difficulty in a reading
text. Students at an appropriate level were tested on their understanding
of the lexical content of the text, and the predictions made by the teach-
ers were compared with the actual difficulties experienced by the stu-
dents. Two of McNeill’s teacher groups were NNS and two were NS.
One group in each pair comprised experienced, trained teachers,
while the other consisted of teachers receiving their initial training. What
McNeill (2005) found was that the teachers in both the NS groups
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generally failed to identify the words that students found difficult,
whereas ‘the NNS teachers were much more in tune with the learners’
problems’ (p. 115).

At the same time, however, as McNeill makes clear, there were among
the teachers within each group large individual differences in their ability
to predict lexical difficulty. Also, as noted in Chapter 6, the novice NNS
teachers (rather surprisingly) performed more successfully than their
more experienced counterparts. From such findings it seems that this
particular aspect of TLA is not found in all NNS teachers to the same
extent, with any teacher’s sensitivity to learner difficulty being affected
by a range of other factors. As McNeill (2005) suggests, it would be
interesting to carry out follow-up research with NNS teachers whose stu-
dents have a different L1 or who teach multilingual groups, in order to
see how far the NNS teacher’s apparent edge in this aspect of TLA carries
across to a wider range of teaching and learning contexts.

Although NNS teachers who share their learners’ L1 are in principle
at an advantage in terms of their ability to predict learner difficulty, it
appears that not all NNS teachers are able to exploit that advantage.
This suggests parallels with the situation noted in relation to declarative
TLA, that the possession of a high level of subject-matter knowledge is
in itself no guarantee that the teacher will make effective use of such
knowledge in the classroom. In Chapter 5, it was suggested that the pro-
cedural dimension of TLA requires qualities of perception, reflectiveness
and sensitivity which each individual L2 teacher (whether NS or NNS)
possesses to a different degree. These same qualities affect the extent to
which any teacher can empathise with and respond appropriately to the
difficulties experienced by his/her students.

7.7 English as a Lingua Franca: implications for NS and NNS
teachers

As suggested in 7.4, much of the discussion of the relative merits of NS
and NNS teachers has been premised on the assumption that the teach-
ing of L2 English should be based on NS norms and models. In recent
years, however, the work of a number of scholars has called this assump-
tion into question, because of the increasing use worldwide of English as
a Lingua Franca. The term English as a Lingua Franca (ELF) is used to
refer to the fact that, in so much international communication, English
is used as the means of communication, even when it is not the L1 of any
of the interlocutors.

House (1999:74) defines ELF interactions as ‘interactions between
members of two or more different linguacultures in English, for none of
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whom English is the mother tongue’, although most ELF researchers
accept that NSs also participate in intercultural communication (Jenkins,
2006). House (1999) suggests that this type of interaction, which is
extremely frequent now, will increase exponentially in the future. The
widespread availability of the Internet and of mobile phones has helped
to promote the growing use of ELF, with the resulting interactions often
taking place between people with different levels of English proficiency,
whose pronunciation and command of English grammar and lexis are
non-standard. As Seidlhofer (2004) observes, ELF has taken on a life of
its own, largely independent of the norms established by native users of
English.

In spite of the growing importance of such forms of interaction, there
has been little interest until recently in attempting to describe ELF, and
the exonormative model of English (derived from standard British or
American English) has continued to be the one on which most L2 teach-
ing is based around the world. Increasingly, however, researchers have
begun to examine the nature of ELF and to explore the implications for
the teaching of L2 English (see, e.g., Seidlhofer, 2004, for a summary of
research in this area). Jenkins (2000) was the first major study of ELF
interaction, focusing on ELF phonology. Since then, ELF research has
extended into other areas of the language. Seidlhofer (see, e.g., 2002) has
begun to compile a corpus of spoken ELF, which is already revealing
characteristics of the lexico-grammar of ELF that appear to be common
irrespective of the speaker’s L1. Such features include dropping the third
person present tense -s; confusing the relative pronouns who and which;
and omitting definite and indefinite articles where they are obligatory in
NS language use, and inserting them where they do not occur in NS lan-
guage use (Seidlhofer, 2002; 2004). Although much ELF research aims
to identify patterns of common use among speakers from a wide range
of backgrounds, some researchers limit their focus to ELF in a specific
region. Seidlhofer (2004), for example, refers to the efforts of linguists
to establish whether there are distinct regional varieties of ELF in Asia
and Europe.

When considering the pedagogical implications of their work on ELF,
researchers are not proposing that all learners should aim to learn a
monolithic variety of English as an International Language. Instead, they
argue that insisting on students’ conforming to NS norms is both unre-
alistic and inappropriate in the context of international uses of English,
where what is important is mutual intelligibility. This rejection of NS
norms is not based solely on practical pedagogical considerations.
According to Widdowson (2004:361), there is an ideological dimension,
too, with conformity to NS norms being seen as ‘the authoritarian
imposition of socio-cultural values which makes learners subservient and
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prevents them from appropriating the language as an expression of their
own identity’.

The potential pedagogical implications of ELF are still being debated.
As Jenkins (2006:161) puts it, ELF researchers ‘believe that anyone par-
ticipating in international communication needs to be familiar with, and
have in their linguistic repertoire for use, as and when appropriate,
certain forms (phonological, lexicogrammatical, etc.) that are widely
used and widely intelligible across groups of English speakers from dif-
ferent first language backgrounds’. The most obvious applicability of an
ELF approach is in any multilingual classes where the students’ primary
motivation is instrumental: to develop the ability to communicate in
international contexts. For such students, mutual intelligibility would
seem an appropriate target. In monolingual classes, however, even if the
goals of learning and teaching are similar, an emphasis on mutual intel-
ligibility might well be counterproductive, leading to a reinforcement of
learners’ L1 identities and their L1 accents (Jenkins, 2000). Even in the
multilingual class, it cannot be assumed that all students would neces-
sarily accept a target of international intelligibility. Timmis (2002) and
Kuo (2006), for instance, both note a tendency for students to continue
to look to a NS model to meet their future needs, even when their future
English use is likely to be primarily with NNSs. Jenkins (1998:125) gives
a salutary warning when she notes that ‘we should all guard against
political correctness in the sense of telling our students what their goals
should be: in particular that they should not want to sound like native
speakers if they clearly wish to do so’.

The impact of ELF on language pedagogy worldwide has yet to
become fully apparent. The challenge to the conventional preference for
teaching to be based on NS norms will undoubtedly be resisted by many
employers, parents and other stakeholders in many parts of the world,
even in contexts where the primary purpose of learning English is to be
able to communicate effectively with other NNSs (see Andrews, 2002,
for discussion of related issues in the Hong Kong context). However, the
implications of ELF for our evaluation of the relative merits of NS and
NNS teachers in terms of their Teacher Language Awareness are poten-
tially far-reaching, because the target variety of English (the ‘E’) in ELF
classrooms is no longer the English of NSs. As a result, the language-
related competences (i.e. the TLA) required of the teacher no longer
relate to a model of language based upon NS norms.

For NS teachers, Widdowson (2004:362) suggests that an ELF
approach completely undermines the basis of their authority: ‘It is not
only a matter of calling into question how reliable native speakers can
be as informants about a language no longer their own, but of how far
their linguistic experience qualifies them in their pedagogic role as
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instructors.’ For NNS teachers (‘the world’s majority of English teach-
ers’), on the other hand, Seidlhofer (2004:229) suggests that an ELF
perspective can have a very positive impact, transforming the way in
which such teachers perceive and define themselves: ‘instead of being
nonnative speakers and perennial, error-prone learners of English as a
Native Language, they can be competent and authoritative users of
ELF’.

7.8 Conclusion

In this chapter, we have explored some of the background to the NS/NNS
teacher ‘debate’, and discussed the relative merits of NS and NNS teach-
ers in relation to their TLA, examining in turn their knowledge of lan-
guage, their knowledge about language and their knowledge of students.
We have also considered the potential impact of the increasing interest
in English as a Lingua Franca on any evaluation of the strengths and
weaknesses of NS and NNS teachers (both their self-perceptions and the
perceptions of others).

During the discussion, the following specific observations were made:

• The NS/NNS issue is highly emotive, with emotions being heightened
by the ideological and racial/racist dimension;

• The NS/NNS dichotomy is unsatisfactory, because it oversimplifies
the complex realities of individuals’ language backgrounds, and
because it defines NNS teachers in terms of what they lack, rather
than what they possess (their bi- or multilingualism);

• The so-called ‘native-speaker fallacy’ (that ‘the ideal teacher of
English is a native speaker’) was the conventional wisdom in the early
days of the TEFL/TESL profession, and has had a demoralising effect
upon many NNS teachers;

• At the heart of the debate about the relative merits of NS and NNS
teachers is their TLA, and specifically their knowledge of language
(language proficiency), their knowledge about language (subject-
matter knowledge) and their knowledge of students;

• In terms of knowledge of language, NS teachers may generally have
the edge over NNSs as regards oral fluency; however, being a NS is
no guarantee that one is perfect in all the four language skills:
writing, for example, is a skill that has to be learned by NS and NNS
alike;

• In their knowledge about language, NNS teachers are generally
assumed to be superior to NSs; however, this is not necessarily the
case;
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• As far as their knowledge of students is concerned, NNS teachers
who share their students’ L1 generally appear to be better at pre-
dicting learners’ difficulties; however, not all NNS teachers have this
ability to the same extent;

• The adoption of an ELF approach in any teaching and learning
context would undermine any claims to superiority of the NS teacher,
because the target language variety would no longer conform to NS
norms.

On the basis of the evidence and arguments discussed in this chapter, it
seems that even where the prevailing pedagogical model is exonormative
(i.e. derived from standard British or American English, however defined)
NNS teachers may well have an advantage over their NS counterparts in
two of the three areas of knowledge that make up TLA. Certainly, from
the available evidence it would appear that the idealisation of the NS
teacher is indeed a fallacy. At the same time, however, as we have seen
from previous chapters, in which all the teachers featured have been
NNSs, it would be equally fallacious to idealise the NNS teacher. What is
important is to recognise that, as I have argued in 7.2, all L2 teachers
require a certain level of TLA, much of which is dependent on hard work,
practice, reflection and sensitivity rather than an accident of birth.

The following chapter focuses on TLA and student learning, examining
research evidence relevant to the central assumption underlying this book:
that there is a relationship between the language awareness of any indi-
vidual teacher and the language learning achievements of his/her students.
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Questions for discussion and reflection

1) To what extent do Letters 1 and 2 (in 7.2) reflect attitudes that
are commonplace in your own society? In the teaching context(s)
with which you are familiar, are NS teachers of English generally
regarded more highly then NNS teachers? If so, why? If not, why
not? Are the perceptions of different stakeholders within the com-
munity (students, parents, employers, the Ministry of Education)
the same or different?

2) In the institution in which you currently work, are there both NS
and NNS teachers? How are they deployed? Do they perform
similar or different roles (a) in their teaching, (b) in their wider
duties? Do you think that they are deployed appropriately?

3) Where would you place yourself on the NS/NNS ‘continuum’,
and why?

4) From your experience, and your perspective (given where you
have placed yourself on the NS/NNS continuum), what do you
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consider to be the relative strengths and weaknesses of NS and
NNS teachers of English?

5) In the teaching context(s) with which you are familiar, would it
be appropriate to make English for international communication
the target of L2 English teaching? If it were suggested that
English teaching should be based on ELF norms rather than NS
norms, what would be the likely reaction of (a) students, (b)
teachers, (c) parents, (d) employers, (e) the press, (f) the Ministry
of Education?

6) What is your own view of teaching based on ELF norms? If
mutual intelligibility were the agreed goal in your classroom,
would you be equally tolerant of non-standard grammar, non-
standard lexis and non-standard pronunciation? If not, why not?



8 TLA and student learning

8.1 Introduction

In this chapter, the focus of discussion is the relationship between Teacher
Language Awareness and student learning: to what extent is any L2
teacher’s effectiveness (as indicated by the learning outcomes of his/her
students) attributable to his/her TLA? The chapter begins by setting out
some of the difficulties associated with trying to make causative links
between TLA and student learning. The remainder of the chapter discusses
research that is relevant to any examination of the relationship between
TLA and student learning. That research is discussed in relation to three
themes: teachers’ subject-matter knowledge; teacher engagement with the
content of learning; and teachers’ awareness of learner difficulties.

The basic argument throughout this book has been that Teacher
Language Awareness is an essential attribute of any competent L2
teacher. The assumption underlying that argument is that there is a rela-
tionship between the language awareness of the L2 teacher and the effec-
tiveness of that teacher as indicated by the language learning achieved by
his/her students. Put simply, the book assumes that TLA has a positive
impact on student learning: TLA is seen as a potentially crucial variable
in the language teaching / language learning enterprise, in the sense that
the language-aware L2 teacher is more likely to be effective in promot-
ing student learning than the teacher who is less language-aware.

At the same time, however, all such statements about the impact of
TLA on student learning have been cautiously worded and carefully
hedged. Even in the previous paragraph, for example, TLA is described
as ‘potentially crucial’ and is identified as ‘a potentially crucial variable’
rather than ‘the potentially crucial variable’. Such hedging is necessary
for two main reasons. First, there are a number of variables that have the
potential to exert an influence, positive or negative, upon student
achievement in L2 learning. These variables may be factors about the
learner, including his/her background, and about the context of teaching
and learning: they are certainly not confined to attributes of the teacher,
least of all to one specific attribute such as TLA. Second, we currently
know very little about the precise nature of the relationship between
TLA and student learning: we may make certain logical deductions
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about the impact of TLA, but there is relatively little research evidence
to support such deductions.

The examples in Table 9 illustrate some of the possible interrelation-
ships between variables that would make it so difficult to identify con-
sistent causative associations between TLA, or any other individual
variable, and learning outcomes. Those examples represent only a small
sample of the combinations of variables that potentially affect students’
learning. Faced with such complexity, and the lack of evidence to suggest
that any single variable in L2 teaching and learning is more significant
than any other, there is clearly no justification for making strong claims
about the specific impact of TLA. Nevertheless, there is a certain amount
of research that is relevant to any discussion of the relationship between
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Table 9: TLA and variables potentially influencing its impact on
student learning

Teacher variables
TLA is just one attribute of the L2 teacher. Its interaction with other attributes
of the individual teacher makes it difficult to predict its specific impact on
student learning. For instance:

• A teacher with relatively high levels of TLA may find his/her
effectiveness (i.e. as measured by learner achievement) undermined by
weaknesses in other aspects of pedagogical content knowledge, or
general teaching skills (such as the ability to manage a class).

• A teacher with limited TLA may nonetheless produce successful learners
if other aspects of that teacher’s competence and/or personality engage
students’ interest and motivate them to make an effort to achieve.

Teacher/learner variables
Whatever the attributes of the individual teacher, learning is a task undertaken
by students and is therefore potentially affected by learner variables at least as
much as by teacher variables. For example:

• A teacher may have a highly developed TLA and be very proficient in
other areas of pedagogy, but individual students taught by that teacher
may, for a variety of reasons (such as background, and/or motivation),
fail to make significant progress in their L2 learning.

• A teacher who exhibits major TLA weaknesses may have individual
students who nevertheless make substantial advances in their language
proficiency as a result of factors unrelated to the teacher, such as the
students’ own intrinsic motivation and/or desire for success.

Contextual variables
In addition to variables relating to the teacher and learners, a wide variety of
contextual variables (such as class size, teaching and learning resources, the
regularity and intensity of teaching, and the role of high-stakes tests) have the
potential to affect the extent of student achievement.



TLA and student learning. In the sections that follow, the implications
of that research will be examined.

8.2 TLA, subject-matter knowledge and student learning

It has been argued in the preceding chapters that knowledge about lan-
guage constitutes the declarative dimension of TLA, and that this knowl-
edge of the subject matter of L2 teaching is at the core of TLA in
pedagogical practice. But what evidence is there to support the belief that
any teacher’s possession or lack of such subject-matter knowledge is
likely to affect student achievement? In order to address this question,
we shall first of all examine evidence from general education research.
We shall then consider some initial findings from a study of L2 teaching
and learning.

As a starting point, it is worth noting what the education literature
tells us about the link between students’ achievement and teacher vari-
ables generally. Bransford, Darling-Hammond and LePage (2005a) cite
a number of studies suggesting that teacher quality can have at least as
large an effect on student achievement as factors relating to students’
background (such as parental income, parents’ education and other
family factors). For example, Ferguson (1991), in an analysis of nearly
700 Texas school districts, found that teacher expertise (as measured by
scores on a certification examination, possession of a Master’s degree
and amount of experience) accounted for more of the inter-district vari-
ation in students’ achievement in reading and mathematics from grades
1 to 11 than students’ socioeconomic status. Bransford, Darling-
Hammond and LePage (2005a:15) report that in Ferguson’s study: ‘The
effects were so strong and the variations in teacher expertise so great
that, after controlling for socioeconomic status, the large disparities in
achievement between black and white students were almost entirely
accounted for by differences in the qualifications of their teachers.’
Meanwhile, a study conducted by Strauss and Sawyer (1986) in North
Carolina, also discussed by Bransford, Darling-Hammond and LePage
(2005a:15), found that, after school and student background factors had
been accounted for, teacher quality had a ‘strikingly large’ effect on
student achievement: a 1% increase in teacher quality (as measured by
National Teacher Examination scores) was associated with a 3% to 5%
decline in students failing state competency tests. From both these
studies, then, there is clear evidence that the quality of the teacher has a
major impact on student learning.

The evidence regarding subject-matter knowledge specifically is rather
more equivocal. As Darling-Hammond (2000) notes in her review of
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previous research on teacher quality and student achievement, there is
some support in the literature for relating subject-matter knowledge to
teacher effectiveness, but the findings are neither as strong nor as con-
sistent as one might expect, with some studies showing a positive rela-
tionship while others show none. According to Darling-Hammond
(2000:3), ‘It may be that these results are mixed because subject matter
knowledge is a positive influence up to some level of basic competence
in the subject but is less important thereafter.’ This observation is con-
sistent with the findings (discussed in Chapter 6) relating to the TLA of
‘expert’ L2 teachers. It was suggested in that chapter that, while ‘expert’
L2 teachers appear to possess a certain level of subject-matter knowledge
(as measured by a test of their declarative TLA), this level being gener-
ally above that of the less expert teacher but not dramatically so, what
sets such teachers apart is their ability to draw upon that subject-matter
knowledge and integrate it with other aspects of their TLA and peda-
gogical content knowledge (PCK) in their enactment of the curriculum.

Darling-Hammond (2000) suggests that differences in the findings
of the studies she reviews may be caused by the different measures of
subject-matter knowledge, noting that measures of the number of
courses taken in a subject area have more frequently been found to be
related to teacher performance than have scores on tests of subject-
matter knowledge. This comment highlights a problem that is equally
relevant to TLA and to indicators of L2 subject-matter knowledge. The
limitations of measures such as the LA test I have used on a number of
occasions have been remarked upon in previous chapters. As Darling-
Hammond (2000:3) observes, ‘tests necessarily capture a narrower slice
of any domain’. At the same time, however, indicators such as the pos-
session of a relevant first degree also have their limitations, particularly,
one might suggest, in relation to L2 education, where the teaching may
be wholly concerned with language and communicative skills while the
potentially relevant degree may have been primarily focused on liter-
ature. The results of Andrews (1999c), as discussed in Chapters 6 and 7,
illustrate some of the difficulties associated with assuming a degree in
English Studies to be a reliable measure of the subject-matter knowledge
required to teach L2 English. Nevertheless, for the time being, we may
still have to rely, in any relatively large-scale studies, on measures such
as tests and/or ‘relevant’ qualifications, whatever their limitations: the
relative complexity of the TLA construct and the importance of the pro-
cedural dimension mean that we are still a long way from the successful
development of specific measures of L2 teachers’ TLA. As Wilson,
Floden and Ferrini-Mundy (2001) conclude in their review of research
on teacher education, ‘although subject matter knowledge of some form
is important, the field needs to learn more about the specific kinds of
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subject matter knowledge that matter in teaching’ (Grossman and
Schoenfeld, 2005:206). This point applies to the subject-matter knowl-
edge of the L2 teacher (and his/her TLA) just as much as it does to teach-
ing in general.

Interestingly, Darling-Hammond’s findings from her own research
(2000) are much less equivocal about the link between teacher quality
characteristics and student achievement when those characteristics
include both possession of a relevant degree and full certification as a
teacher. In her study, Darling-Hammond examines the ways in which
teacher qualifications and other school inputs are related to student
achievement in reading and mathematics in states across the United
States. She reports that the most consistent highly significant predictor
of student achievement in reading and mathematics in each year tested
was the proportion of well-qualified teachers in a state (i.e. those with a
relevant degree and full certification), while the strongest consistently
negative predictors were the proportion of new teachers who were uncer-
tified, and the proportion of teachers with less than a minor degree qual-
ification in their teaching subject. She notes the similarity between these
findings and those of Ferguson (1991) and Strauss and Sawyer (1986),
referred to earlier, and observes that the strength of the ‘well-qualified
teacher’ variable may be due to the fact that it incorporates both strong
disciplinary knowledge and substantial knowledge of education: ‘If the
two kinds of knowledge are interdependent as suggested in much of the
literature, it makes sense that this variable would be more powerful than
either subject-matter knowledge or teaching knowledge alone’ (Darling-
Hammond, 2000:26). On this basis, given that TLA embraces domains
of PCK that go beyond mere subject-matter knowledge, one might
expect TLA to be an equally significant predictor of student achievement
in L2 learning. However, the relevant research remains to be conducted.

In the specific area of L2 education, there is a certain amount of evi-
dence concerning the relationship between the subject-matter knowledge
of L2 teachers of English and student learning in the data gathered as part
of the ‘Good Practices’ project (Tsui et al., 2005), a large-scale invest-
igation recently conducted in Hong Kong. The aim of this study was to
identify good practices in the teaching of English in local secondary
schools, i.e. practices that bring about positive English language learning
outcomes, and to investigate the conditions that maximise English lan-
guage learning. From the start, therefore, good practices were associated
with student learning outcomes, with positive learning outcomes being
seen in terms of both overall improvement in language proficiency and
the development of a positive attitude towards learning English.

Given the highly context-specific nature of ‘good practices’, and their
dependence on the complex interplay of contextual factors, a case-study
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approach was adopted. Various potential case-study schools were identi-
fied, based on whether there was evidence of consistent improvement or
decline in English language proficiency from Secondary 1 to Secondary 3
(i.e. between the ages of 11 and 14). Students’ performance on the Hong
Kong English Attainment Test (HKEAT) over a three-year period was
used as an indicator of their language proficiency. Thirty-seven schools
eventually took part in the first part of the study, which involved the
administration of a questionnaire to those English teachers currently
teaching Secondary 1 to 3 or with experience of teaching those forms.

In order to ensure that the study focused on the practices of teachers
working with lower-ability students as well as those working with higher-
ability students, the concept of value-addedness was used to identify
schools (and effective teachers within those schools). This involved com-
paring the observed performance of students in each school with their
expected performance. A school was therefore classified as ‘improving’ on
the basis of a positive value-added score, i.e. the observed English perform-
ance of students exceeded the expected performance by a sufficiently large
amount. A similar approach was used to classify teachers as effective, inef-
fective or non-effective (where they fell into neither of the two preceding
categories). In classifying the teachers, value-addedness was assessed at the
class level rather than the school level. The value-added score of each
teacher was referred to as the Teacher Effectiveness Index (TEI).

So what do the data from the ‘Good Practices’ study reveal about the
relationship between L2 teachers’ knowledge of subject matter (i.e. their
declarative TLA) and student learning? In order to address this question,
the possession of a relevant first degree was taken as an indicator of
subject-matter knowledge (with the limitations acknowledged earlier)
while the TEI was used as an indicator of student learning. A total of 388
teachers of English from the 37 secondary schools completed the teacher
questionnaire. In the case of 248 of them, their TEI was also available.
For these 248, it was therefore possible to explore the association
between their degree qualification and their TEI. In examining this asso-
ciation, two definitions of ‘relevant degree’ were used: (a) a narrow
definition, where the degree was specifically identified as English,
Linguistics or TEFL/TESL/TESOL, and (b) a broader definition (similar
to that used by the Hong Kong Government), which also includes
degrees in subjects such as Translation and Communication, provided
that some form of English study has been a substantial component.

With both definitions of ‘relevant degree’, the results turned out to be
inconclusive. A comparison of the mean TEI scores of those teachers
with relevant degrees and those with non-relevant degrees revealed that,
with both definitions of relevant degree, the TEI of relevant degree
holders was higher than the TEI of non-relevant degree holders. The
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mean TEI of relevant degree holders was also slightly higher when the
narrower definition of relevant degree was applied. However, the differ-
ences were not statistically significant. This is consistent with what
Darling-Hammond found in her survey of research in general education
on subject-matter knowledge and teacher effectiveness. Unfortunately,
with the ‘Good Practices’ data, no attempt could be made to examine the
relationship between the TEI and the possession of a relevant degree plus
a relevant teacher education qualification, because precise information
about participants’ teacher education major subjects was not available.
A similar problem made it impossible to compare the TEIs of those with
English degrees mainly focusing on language/linguistics and those whose
English degree focused primarily on literature. Clearly, therefore, there
is a need for further research in this area.

8.3 TLA, teacher engagement with language content and
student learning

It was argued in Chapter 5 that a teacher’s engagement (in the ‘commit-
ment’ sense) with the language content of learning has a major impact
on TLA: that the application of TLA in pedagogical practice may be sig-
nificantly influenced by the extent to which the teacher seriously engages
with content-related issues at all, and by the priority which that teacher
accords to the language focus of the lesson. In Chapter 5 and in various
other parts of the book we have seen evidence to support this argument
in terms of the impact of such engagement on teacher decision-making
and teacher behaviour. But are there data about learning outcomes, data
that might shed light on the relationship, if any, between teacher engage-
ment with the language content of learning and student achievement?

Some possible evidence concerning this question can be found from
the ‘Good Practices’ project (Tsui et al., 2005), discussed in the previous
section. As noted above, there were 248 Hong Kong secondary school
teachers of L2 English for whom a Teacher Effectiveness Index was com-
puted and who also completed a questionnaire. The 106-item teacher
questionnaire used in the study was made up of six sections:

• Teachers’ academic and professional background
• Management of learning (pedagogical knowledge)
• Enactment of the ESL curriculum (pedagogical content knowledge)
• Engagement with the content of learning (teachers’ language aware-

ness: subject-matter knowledge)
• Teaching efficacy
• Teachers’ professional learning.
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Each section of the questionnaire except the first consisted of two or more
sub-scales. ‘Engagement with the content of learning’ (EWLC), for
example, comprised three sub-scales: ‘Pre-lesson thinking about language
content’ (PTLC), ‘Post-lesson thinking about language content’ (POLC)
and ‘Dealing with “input for learning” in the classroom’ (DILC). In
responding to each item in this section of the questionnaire, teachers were
required to rate the frequency with which they employed the stated strat-
egy, using a six-point scale ranging from 1 (never) to 6 (regularly/always).
The ten items in this section are set out in Table 10. Factor analysis was
used to assess the construct validity of the teacher questionnaire: if the
factor structure of the questionnaire agreed with the logical structure of the
questionnaire, then there would be empirical support for the construct
validity of the teacher questionnaire. In this case, the factor analysis sug-
gested that the teacher questionnaire measured 12 major dimensions
broadly following the logical structure of the teacher questionnaire, and
that therefore the teacher questionnaire could be said to have construct
validity. One of the 12 dimensions was ‘Pre- and post-lesson thinking about
language content’ (i.e. the PTLC and POLC sub-scales combined), and
another was ‘Dealing with “input for learning” in the classroom’ (DILC).
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Table 10: Section 4 of the ‘Good Practices’ teacher questionnaire –
‘Engagement with the content of learning’ 

56) When I plan my teaching, I set clear linguistic/language skills objectives
(PTLC)

57) When planning language skills lessons, I look for opportunities to draw
students’ attention to important grammar points (PTLC)

58) Before teaching a grammar item, I evaluate the adequacy and clarity of
the grammatical information provided by the textbook (PTLC)

59) When I design or select activities, I consider whether they help to achieve
the linguistic objectives of the lesson (PTLC)

60) When reflecting on a lesson, I think more about how well students coped
with the language content than their participation (POLC)

61) In planning future lessons, I take account of students’ difficulties with the
language content of earlier lessons (POLC)

62) I design follow-up materials that will raise my students’ awareness of
their recurrent language errors (POLC)

63) I make extensive use of grammar terms when I teach grammar (DILC)

64) When explaining a grammar item, I aim to be as complete and
comprehensive as possible (DILC)

65) When I have difficulty explaining a grammar point to the students, I just
use examples (DILC)



In order to examine the relationship between teacher engagement with
language content and student learning, the correlations between the
Teacher Effectiveness Index and various combinations of the ‘Engagement
with the content of learning’ (EWLC) sub-scales were calculated. The
analysis revealed that there was a statistically significant relationship
between the Teacher Effectiveness Index and ‘Pre- and post-lesson think-
ing about language content’ (the combination of the PTLC and POLC sub-
scales which was one of the major dimensions of the teacher questionnaire
indicated by the factor analysis). The relationship between the Teacher
Effectiveness Index and ‘Pre-lesson thinking about language content’
alone was also statistically significant. The effect size in each case was
small (0.130 for PTLC plus POLC, 0.138 for PTLC alone), but there was
a consistent association, hence the statistical significance. This would
appear to provide some confirmation that teacher engagement with the
content of learning, particularly in the form of pre- and post-lesson think-
ing about the content of lessons, does indeed affect student learning. The
effect may not be dramatic, but it appears to be consistent. Again,
however, there is a clear need for further research examining this rela-
tionship, research that focuses on teachers from different backgrounds
working in different teaching and learning contexts.

8.4 TLA, teachers’ awareness of the learner and student
learning

In the model of TLA outlined in Chapter 2, awareness of language from
the learners’ perspective was viewed as being of central importance. This
awareness was seen as optimally taking a variety of forms:

• Awareness of the state of learners’ interlanguage and of its likely devel-
opmental path;

• Awareness of the processes of interlingual development; and
• Awareness (given the learners’ current state of knowledge) of the chal-

lenges posed for the learners by the language content of pedagogic
materials and tasks.

This is the aspect of TLA that is most obviously linked to student learn-
ing, since it is explicitly learner-related. It will therefore be discussed in
the present chapter in order to evaluate the research evidence linking
such awareness to student learning.

In fact, what research there is in this area has generally tended to stop
short of examining learner outcomes. One example of such research is
McNeill (2005), discussed in Chapters 6 and 7. As noted previously,
McNeill’s study focuses on the ability of teachers to predict learners’
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vocabulary difficulties in reading texts. It is therefore specifically con-
cerned with teachers’ awareness of their students’ prior L2 knowledge
and of the difficulty level of L2 language items for students at a particu-
lar stage of their learning. The study does involve the learner perspective
to the extent of requiring the collection of data from students. However,
those data were gathered at the beginning of the study, so that teachers’
predictions of learner difficulty with different lexical items could be
compared with the actual difficulties experienced by learners. There was
no attempt in the study to investigate the student learning outcomes
associated with teachers’ subsequent vocabulary-related decisions.

Another study concerned with L2 teachers’ awareness of the learner is
Berry (1997), with the specific focus of the research in this case being
grammatical terminology rather than vocabulary. Like McNeill (2005),
Berry’s study involved student data, provided in this case by a question-
naire administered to 372 undergraduates. The questionnaire contained
50 items of grammatical terminology, and the students were asked (a) to
say if they were familiar with each item, and (b) if so, to provide an
example. At the same time, the ten teachers of those students were given
a questionnaire with the same 50 items and asked (a) if they thought their
students would know the items, and (b) whether they would wish to
make explicit use of those items in their teaching of that class. From his
analysis of the data, Berry found wide discrepancies between the learn-
ers’ knowledge of grammatical terminology and the teachers’ estimation
of it, with the teachers generally lacking awareness of their students’
knowledge of metalanguage despite the fact that they had all taught the
course and similar students before. Those discrepancies were seen as
having serious potential consequences for student learning when the
teachers’ desire to use those terms in class was included in the analysis.
Berry (1997:143) suggests that ‘the weakest will encounter problems
with any teacher and there are some teachers with whom even the most
knowledgeable students will have difficulty’. As with McNeill’s (2005)
study described above, Berry’s research did not focus on actual learning
outcomes. However, the implied consequences for student learning are
very clear and consistent with those in McNeill (2005): L2 teachers’
awareness of their students’ language knowledge and likely difficulties
varies greatly, and where such awareness is lacking, teachers may make
inappropriate pedagogical decisions, with potentially negative classroom
consequences.

A certain number of studies relevant to this aspect of TLA have also
been conducted from the perspective of a Vygotskyan sociocultural
theory of learning. Sociocultural theory (referred to briefly in 2.5) is
based on the view that knowledge is essentially social in nature, and that
it is constructed through processes of collaboration, interaction and
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communication among individuals in social settings (see, e.g., Vygotsky,
1978). One of the central notions within the Vygotskyan framework is
the zone of proximal development (ZPD), defined by Vygotsky
(1978:86) as ‘the distance between the actual developmental level as
determined by independent problem solving and the level of potential
development as determined through problem solving under adult guida-
nce or in collaboration with more capable peers’. According to Aljaafreh
and Lantolf (1994:468), ‘the ZPD is the framework, par excellence,
which brings all of the pieces of the learning setting together – the
teacher, the learner, their social and cultural history, their goals and
motives, as well as the resources available to them, including those that
are dialogically constructed together’. The second central notion in
Vygotskyan sociocultural theory is that of scaffolding, whereby support
is extended to the less knowledgeable partner (e.g., the student) as he/she
collaborates with a more knowledgeable partner (e.g., the teacher). In
order for the teacher (expert) to provide appropriate scaffolding within
the student’s (novice’s) ZPD, it is clear that ‘the expert . . . must try to
be sensitive to the learners’ actual level of competence’ (Aljaafreh and
Lantolf, 1994:469). In other words, the teacher needs awareness of the
learner of the type outlined at the beginning of this section.

Two studies from this perspective, both concerned with error correc-
tion, offer some evidence of the relationship between this aspect of TLA
and student learning. Aljaafreh and Lantolf (1994), for example, report
on three learners of English, each of whom received corrective feedback
collaboratively and within their ZPD. Their analysis indicates that
various approaches to error treatment (both explicit and implicit) are
potentially relevant for learning: the crucial condition for such treatment
to be effective is that it should be the result of a collaborative endeavour
involving other individuals, with the corrective feedback being provided
at the right point or within the learner’s ZPD. In other words, it requires
the teacher to have an awareness of the state of the learner’s interlan-
guage and of the scaffolding required to overcome a particular language
difficulty and provide mediation to support learning.

Nassaji and Swain (2000) provide further insights in this regard, in a
study of two learners of English, which sought to examine whether
negotiated help provided within a learner’s ZPD is more effective than
help provided randomly and irrespective of the learner’s ZPD. Nassaji
and Swain’s study focused on the use of the article and involved four
tutorial sessions of individual feedback on compositions written by the
learners. After the four tutorials, the two students were also tested for
improvement in their knowledge of articles, using cloze tests focusing
on the article errors in their original compositions. Both qualitative
and quantitative analysis demonstrated the effectiveness of the ZPD
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corrective feedback. The student receiving ZPD feedback, despite
showing less accuracy in her article use than her non-ZPD counterpart
in her first composition, performed the better of the two in her final
composition. The ZPD student also showed consistent progress in her
article use across the four compositions, unlike her counterpart, whose
performance reached a high point in the second composition and then
worsened steadily. Although this study does not explicitly focus on TLA,
and the random feedback that disregarded the ZPD was a deliberate
strategy rather than a consequence of the tutor’s lack of learner aware-
ness, there are nevertheless implications that the teacher’s awareness of
the state of the individual learner’s interlanguage and the provision of
appropriate scaffolding can indeed have a positive impact on student
learning.

These are, however, very small-scale studies focusing on a limited
range of areas of grammar. Clearly, there is a need for further research
concerning the impact of teachers’ awareness of the learner on student
learning. It is also important to emphasise that these studies took place
under conditions far removed from those obtaining in most L2 class-
rooms. While it may be feasible to have such awareness of the learner’s
interlingual development when teaching one-to-one, the situation is
rather different for the teacher who is faced with a class of 40 students.
Ellis (2005), for instance, suggests that it is impossible for any teacher to
have a precise understanding of each learner’s on-going interlanguage
development. Nevertheless, I would argue that the more the teacher
gains evidence from learners’ performance in speaking and writing, and
reflects on the learning and the learning gaps which that evidence reveals,
the more likely that teacher is to make sensible content-related peda-
gogical decisions. Precise understanding of learners’ interlingual devel-
opment may be an unrealistic expectation, but heightened awareness
would seem both a realistic and a worthwhile aspiration. Also, as Ellis
(2005) suggests, it may not be the precision of, for example, the timing
of focusing on a particular language feature that is crucial: as long as the
‘focus on form’ is not too far ahead of the learners’ current state of inter-
language development, it may still ‘push them along’ in the development
of their ‘built-in’ syllabus.

8.5 Conclusion

In this chapter, we have looked at some of the research evidence that is
potentially relevant to any examination of the relationship between TLA
and student learning. That research was discussed in relation to three
themes: teachers’ subject-matter knowledge; teacher engagement with
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the content of learning; and teachers’ awareness of learner difficulties. In
the discussion, the following major points emerged:

• It is very difficult to identify consistent causative associations between
TLA and learning outcomes, because of the number of variables that
potentially affect student learning;

• Research in general education on the relationship between the teacher’s
subject-matter knowledge and student learning appears to suggest that
there is some link between teacher quality characteristics (including
subject-matter knowledge) and student learning; research from L2 edu-
cation indicates a possible link between subject-matter knowledge and
teacher effectiveness (as measured by student learning outcomes), but
the evidence from research in both areas is inconclusive;

• Research from L2 education appears to indicate that teacher engage-
ment with the content of learning, especially in the form of pre- and
post-lesson thinking about language content, has a positive impact on
student learning;

• Research evidence relating to the impact of teacher awareness of the
learner on student learning is also inconclusive. Two Hong Kong-
based studies indicate a significant potential impact, but neither gath-
ered evidence of students’ learning outcomes. Two studies conducted
within a sociocultural framework suggest a link, but they are very
small-scale studies.

As the arguments in the previous sections illustrate, we are once again
largely obliged to fall back on inference and logical deduction to support
the link between TLA and student learning. Although there is a certain
amount of evidence to support the assumption of such a link, the most
obvious conclusion to be drawn from the discussion in the present
chapter is that we need more research that might shed light on this rela-
tionship. Potentially valuable data might be drawn not only from rela-
tively large-scale research like the ‘Good Practices’ project referred to in
8.2 and 8.3 above, but also from TLA-focused case studies of both indi-
vidual teachers and of learners. Only as a result of such research can we
begin to understand more generally what makes an L2 teacher effective
in a particular teaching/learning context, and the specific role that TLA
plays in helping a teacher to be effective in promoting student learning.
At the same time, however, we would have to recognise the need to treat
the findings from such research with caution, given the number of vari-
ables with the potential to influence student learning (as noted in 8.1).

The following chapter looks at TLA and teacher learning, focusing
on issues relating to the development of the L2 teacher’s language
awareness.
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Questions for discussion and reflection

1) Do you believe that there is any connection between a teacher’s
language awareness and the L2 learning achievements of that
teacher’s students? What evidence, anecdotal or otherwise, do
you have to support your viewpoint?

2) Table 9 illustrates some of the possible interrelationships
between variables that make it so difficult to identify consistent
causative associations between TLA, or any other individual
variable, and learning outcomes. Do you conclude from this
statement that research focusing on the possible relationship
between TLA and student learning is a waste of time? If so, why?
If not, why not?

3) The discussion in 8.2 talks of the difficulties for researchers of
finding suitable indicators of teachers’ subject-matter knowledge.
Some studies take the possession of a relevant (however defined)
first degree as an indicator. Do you think that a ‘relevant’ first
degree is a reliable indicator of subject-matter knowledge? Do you
have a ‘relevant’ first degree yourself? Is your possession or lack
of a ‘relevant’ first degree a good indicator of your own subject-
matter knowledge of L2 English?

4) The questionnaire in 8.3 focuses on teachers’ engagement with
the content of learning. How would you respond to each of the
ten items, using a six-point scale from 1 (never) to 6 (regu-
larly/always)? If possible, compare your responses with those of
a classmate or colleague. What do you think those responses
reveal about your engagement with the content of learning?

5) Both of the small-scale studies from a sociocultural perspective
described in 8.4 focus on error correction. How can awareness of
the learner’s ‘zone of proximal development’ (ZPD) help the
teacher to provide the sort of feedback that might improve
student learning? When you give feedback to a learner in your
own teaching (either orally or in writing), to what extent do you
take account of that learner’s ZPD? How does this affect the
form/content/style of your feedback?

6) In your own teaching context, to what extent is it realistic for the
teacher to be aware of individual students’ interlanguage develop-
ment? What strategies can you employ to enhance your awareness
of learners’ on-going interlanguage development?



9 TLA and teacher learning

9.1 Introduction

In the earlier chapters of this book, we explored the nature of the content
knowledge required by L2 teachers and the potential impact of that
knowledge on pedagogical practice. In the previous chapter, we consid-
ered the relationship between subject-matter knowledge (together with
other aspects of TLA) and students’ learning outcomes. In all of these
chapters, the arguments put forward have generally lent support to the
assertion of Wright and Bolitho (1993:292), cited in Chapter 1, that: ‘the
more aware a teacher is of language and how it works, the better’,
although, as we saw in Chapter 8, further research is needed before we
can claim with any degree of certainty that TLA has a demonstrable
impact on students’ learning.

In a number of the previous chapters, we have looked at snapshots of
the TLA of various teachers. These snapshots appeared in the context of
discussions of TLA in pedagogical practice; TLA and teachers’ subject-
matter cognitions; the TLA of expert and novice teachers; and the TLA of
NS and NNS teachers. However, we have devoted little or no attention so
far to the development of TLA, i.e. to the specific matter of teachers’ own
learning. In this case, the key question is how we can help teachers –
whether they are novices on pre-service courses or experienced practition-
ers taking part in in-service programmes – to develop the knowledge, skills
and sensitivity required to be ‘language-aware’. In this final chapter of the
book, we will examine some of the issues relating to the development of
the L2 teacher’s language awareness and some of the principles that might
be applied to the planning of TLA-related courses and activities. We shall
then look in detail at the design of one particular course focusing on the
development of L2 teachers’ language awareness as it relates to grammar.

9.2 The development of LA courses for L2 teachers:
background and issues

The vast majority of courses for teachers of L2 English probably involve
some kind of language work. This focus on language often takes the form
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of a component labelled ‘Language Analysis’, ‘Language Awareness’ or
simply (and ambiguously) ‘LA’. The inclusion of such a component is espe-
cially common on initial (pre-service) courses, but ‘Language Awareness’
is increasingly the focus of in-service professional development, too. As
seen from a UK perspective, the emergence of courses (or components of
courses) intended to enhance the language awareness of teachers of L2
English has occurred principally, although by no means exclusively, in
response to two trends within the profession: the demand for NS teachers
who would be capable of teaching beginner- and elementary-level students
possessing little or no English; and the demand from NNS teachers and
their employers for professional upgrading focusing on the knowledge
and competences that might help those teachers to cope successfully with
the implementation of ELT curriculum innovations in their schools and
education systems.

The first of these demands became apparent when the EFL industry
began to take off in the early 1960s, and English language schools
opened up in Britain and around the world. As noted in Chapter 7, it was
very easy at that time for untrained NS graduates to find employment
teaching English, in spite of their lack of training. In 1962, recognising
the need for such teachers to engage in some form of pre-service prepa-
ration for their work in the classroom, John Haycraft and his wife, Brita,
started to offer two-week intensive courses of TEFL training, based
loosely on the training models used in business and industry. From the
beginning, these courses included a certain amount of language analysis.
The Haycrafts’ courses were initially created in order to prepare teach-
ers to work for their own school, International House (IH), which
opened in London in 1959 (Haycraft, 1988). However, there was clearly
a wider demand for such training. Before long, as that demand grew, the
courses became four weeks (100 hours) in length, and the IH ‘four-week’
model eventually provided a blueprint for similar programmes of initial
TEFL training all over the world, via the Royal Society of Arts (RSA)
Preparatory Certificate in TEFL, popularly known as the ‘Prep. Cert.’ or
simply the ‘RSA’. The ‘Prep. Cert.’ training scheme was established in
1978, and subsequently updated (as CTEFLA and CELTA) under the
administration of the University of Cambridge Local Examinations
Syndicate (UCLES) (see 1.6 and the footnote on page 19). LA continues
to play a central role in these widely taken courses wherever they are
taught.

The second type of demand revealed itself a little later, when the
growing influence of communicative language teaching (CLT) on
EFL/ESL curriculum developments worldwide acted as a catalyst for the
creation of in-service refresher courses for NNS teachers of L2 English.
Many of these focused on (or included a component of) Language
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Awareness / Language Analysis. Such courses provided an opportunity
for teachers to explore the connections between language form,
meaning, context and use in ways that they generally had not done
during their previous studies at university and/or teachers’ college. The
activities on such courses, particularly if they bore the ‘Language
Awareness’ label, were typically inductive data-based ‘consciousness-
raising’ tasks designed to stimulate participants’ reflections on and
insights into the workings of different parts of the language systems,
and to encourage them to question pre-digested facts and their own pre-
conceptions about language. The first published LA materials aimed pri-
marily at teachers (Bolitho and Tomlinson, 1980) contain an imaginative
range of such activities. More recent published materials, such as Wright
(1994) and Thornbury (1997), expand the task repertoire, but they
basically follow the established pattern of discovery-focused analysis of
language data in order to extend users’ awareness of how the language
works.

One of the main issues arising in relation to both published LA mater-
ials and to the training courses that include a ‘Language Awareness’ /
‘Language Analysis’ component is the extent to which either fully suc-
ceeds in helping teachers to make the bridge between the declarative and
procedural dimensions of TLA. It may well be, for example, that the
tasks in published LA materials enhance teachers’ language awareness in
the sense of increasing their knowledge about aspects of English
grammar, lexis, discourse and phonology. But according to Wright
(2002), those materials may not always manage to make the links needed
to create the ‘shift from new knowledge to classroom reality’ that Wright
considers to be the greatest challenge for those working in the area of LA
development for teachers.

Bartels (2005b) explores this issue of knowledge transfer, by examin-
ing the implication underlying Fillmore and Snow’s (2002) recommend-
ations that teachers should know, among other things, the principles of
word-formation. According to Bartels (2005b:405), the hypothesis upon
which such advice is based is that ‘armed with this knowledge about
language, teachers will . . . be able to understand and diagnose student
problems better, provide better explanations and representations for
aspects of language, and have a clearer idea of what they are teaching’.
While it may be reasonable to assume (as I have argued throughout this
book) that such knowledge has the potential to be of value to the teacher,
Bartels (2005b) concludes from the findings in the various papers in his
edited volume (Bartels, 2005a) that helping teachers to acquire knowl-
edge and conceptions about language and language learning is not
in itself enough to promote significant changes in their pedagogical
practice. He suggests that this view is supported by evidence from the
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teacher education literature, citing Wideen, Mayer-Smith and Moon’s
(1998:160) meta-analysis of research on teacher education: ‘In this
review of recent empirical research, we found very little evidence to
support an approach to learning to teach which focuses primarily on the
provision of propositional knowledge.’ Bartels speculates that in the spe-
cific domain of language teacher education, problems with knowledge
transfer may perhaps arise because the activities in which teachers
engage on applied linguistics courses are not analogous to the activities
they would normally engage in as teachers.

The focus in Bartels (2005a) is primarily on university-level courses
for language teachers. However, a similar knowledge-transfer problem
has been noted in relation to the short intensive pre-service courses of the
four-week type mentioned above. Kerr (1993), for instance, claims that
much of the LA work on courses following the IH or CTEFLA model has
emphasised the analytical process of studying language at the expense of
the application of any insights that might be gained from such analysis.
According to Kerr (1993:41), LA activity has typically focused on the
transmission of knowledge about language rather than on fostering an
awareness of implications for the learner or the teaching/learning
process. Kerr cites as examples of the resulting difficulties experienced
by participants on CTEFLA courses ‘the trainee who elicits the stress on
a monosyllabic word or the one who asks a class of beginners if they
wouldn’t “mind just jotting down a few notes and then working out the
answers in pairs” ’ (ibid.), and he suggests that problems of this nature
are rather more frequent than gaps in knowledge. In 1996, the CTEFLA
scheme gave way to CELTA, which had a more enlightened Language
Awareness syllabus than its predecessor, one that was intended to
address such problems. However, in a follow-up to his 1993 paper, Kerr
(1998) found that the LA component of training courses in 30 CELTA
centres was largely unchanged, with recent developments both in the syl-
labus and the study of language generally having had ‘very little impact
in the way that CELTA trainers have conceived of and packaged lan-
guage awareness for their trainees’ (p. 5).

The problem noted by Kerr in his two papers is, at least in part, linked
to a second issue in TLA course design, which is a particular dilemma
for those involved with pre-service programmes. On the one hand, par-
ticipants in such programmes clearly need and want the security of pre-
digested ‘facts’ about language that will enable them to survive their
initial classroom experience without their confidence being too severely
dented. On the other hand, however, if they are to develop profession-
ally, they must be ready to question and reflect on the adequacy of such
facts. Wright and Bolitho (1993) make the point that LA work is poten-
tially destabilising for all teachers, whether pre-service or in-service,
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because it is a challenging way of approaching language, which obliges
teachers to confront their linguistic preconceptions. For pre-service
trainees, who tend to lack confidence in relation to many aspects of man-
aging a language lesson, there may be severe limits on their readiness to
look at language in ‘different’ ways and on their willingness and ability
to ‘tolerate open-endedness and ambiguity’ (Wright and Bolitho,
1993:299). Nevertheless, as Wright and Bolitho suggest, it is important
on such courses, even when there are severe time constraints, to avoid
focusing excessively on the transmission of ‘factual’ knowledge. On any
course, there is an appropriate balance between establishing the neces-
sary foundation of a basic knowledge about language, and arousing the
kind of sensitivity to the diversity and complexity of language that is
essential to any thinking L2 teacher. The challenge for the teacher edu-
cator is to find the right balance each time, and to address the specific
TLA needs and concerns of the individual participants on each course.
Achieving such a balance may be rather easier on some courses than
others: on an intensive four-week CELTA course, for instance, it may be
virtually impossible.

9.3 The development of LA courses for L2 teachers: models
and principles

The design of TLA courses and course components has been influenced
by ideas from general education as well as language education. But one
of the major influences on TLA work in the past two decades has been
the model outlined in Edge’s 1988 paper, referred to in Chapter 1. In that
paper, Edge sets out what he sees as the three major roles that the trainee
teacher of L2 English needs to take on: those of language user, language
analyst and language teacher. These roles refer to three interrelated com-
petences. The language user role concerns the teacher’s language profi-
ciency and determines that teacher’s adequacy as a model for students.
The language analyst role relates to the teacher’s language systems
knowledge base, and his/her ability to understand the workings of the
target language. The third role, that of language teacher, is dependent on
the teacher’s familiarity with a range of TEFL procedures and the pos-
session of underlying theoretical knowledge about language pedagogy,
and involves making appropriate and principled decisions about the use
of those procedures. The sort of explicit study of language and language
learning required for the second of these roles, that of language analyst,
is referred to by Edge (1988:12–13) as ‘applying linguistics’ and is
seen as playing an integrative role on any L2 teacher education course,
facilitating language learning for the trainee as ‘user’ and pedagogical
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decisions for the trainee as ‘teacher’. In other words, knowledge about
language is seen as ‘enabling knowledge’ (Wright, 1991:63).

Edge’s paper illustrates how these three components may be integrated,
taking as his example the design of a four-year pre-service L2 teacher edu-
cation programme, in which the overt emphasis shifts from Language
Improvement through Applied Linguistics to Methodology, as the student
develops from user to analyst to teacher of language. Edge implies that
this is just one way in which these three components may be integrated.
Wright (1991) develops that point, suggesting that while a programme
with such progression might reflect the needs of the pre-service trainee,
for in-service programmes the situation is different, because serving
teachers have already gone through the user/analyst/teacher develop-
mental process once.

Wright and Bolitho acknowledge Edge’s influence on their own
approach to the development of L2 teachers’ language awareness,
which they have described in a series of papers since the early 1990s.
In their 1993 paper, for instance, they propose a methodological frame-
work for LA activities (Figure 5), which is explicitly based on Edge’s
three competences. The model in Figure 5 illustrates their conceptual-
isation of the interrelationship between the user, analyst and teacher
competences, in which LA is viewed as playing a mediating role. In LA
work they expect teachers to draw on and continuously develop these
three competences, while different types of LA activity are seen to offer
different points of entry to the framework. In a 1997 paper, Wright and
Bolitho describe LA as an integral part of continuing professional
development for L2 teachers, and they outline an experiential approach
(see, e.g., Kolb, 1984) to LA work on in-service programmes, which
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Figure 5: Relationships between user, analyst and teacher of language
(Wright and Bolitho, 1993:298)
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specifically aims to address the knowledge-transfer issue referred to in
9.2 above. The starting point for the sequence of LA activities is a
problem derived from the teachers’ own classroom experiences with
language. The teachers analyse and review those experiences in order
to explore the linguistic and pedagogic dimensions of the problem
and gain deeper insights into the particular area of language, before
planning future classroom action. The trainer’s role in such a cycle is
seen as essentially facilitative: ‘providing a secure environment for
learning, helping participants to keep focused, listening carefully and
responding appropriately, probing with questions at the right moment,
ensuring that the necessary learning resources are available, setting
relevant tasks, negotiating deadlines and outcomes’ (Wright and
Bolitho, 1997:175).

Wright (2002) develops these ideas, setting out a five-stage cycle for
LA activities, designed to interconnect the user, analyst and teacher
domains. The stages are as follows:

187

TLA and teacher learning

Stage 1: Working on language data. Participants are invited to
engage with language via, for example, a language-related teaching
issue. They work with linguistic data, draw on their previous expe-
riences and their present understandings, and share their thoughts
with their fellow course participants.
Stage 2: Looking back – reviewing. Participants reflect on the
processes they have just experienced and confront the potentially
disturbing impact of new linguistic insights. Stages 1 and 2 together
are seen as the ‘awareness-raising process’ (Wright, 2002:126).
Stage 3: Making sense. The aim at this stage is to make sense of the
insights emerging from Stages 1 and 2, by formulating rules about
the language that may be of direct use in the classroom. Participants
work collectively to develop and refine their ideas.
Stage 4: Linking. At this Stage the aim is to promote the transfer of
this new linguistic knowledge to the classroom. Wright (2002: 127)
describes this as a shift from ‘thinking about language to thinking
about the practical side of working with language for teaching pur-
poses’. One way in which it is suggested this shift can be promoted
is by getting participants to look at how published teaching materi-
als deal with the language points focused on in Stages 1 to 3.
Stage 5: To the classroom. The last stage in the cycle (before any
direct transfer to a classroom situation) involves participants engag-
ing in planning language activities, taking account of the insights
about language acquired at the earlier stages.



Wright also proposes a series of principles for LA work, drawing on
ideas first outlined in Wright and Bolitho (1993). Those eight principles
are: (i) LA work needs data; (ii) LA work needs talk; (iii) Integrate par-
ticipants’ responses (intellectual, emotional) to LA issues; (iv) Provide
time; (v) Build on participants’ initial responses; (vi) Give help with rules
and metalanguage; (vii) Be ready with ‘expert’ input; and (viii) Look for
a payoff in terms of classroom practice (Wright, 2002:127–8).

The cycle of TLA activities that Wright describes and the principles that
inform its design place an emphasis on engaging with preconceptions
about language, developing and organising knowledge about language,
and on critical reflection. They therefore have much in common with the
three learning principles for facilitating the development of prospective
teachers of all subjects discussed by Hammerness et al. (2005):

1. Prospective teachers come to the classroom with preconceptions
about teaching, based on their previous classroom experience over
many years as learners (the ‘apprenticeship of observation’ noted by
Lortie, 1975). Those initial understandings need to be engaged in any
teacher development programme: if not, then new concepts and infor-
mation may be misunderstood, or taken on board only to the extent
required to perform satisfactorily in an exam or an assessed lesson.

2. Prospective teachers need to be helped to ‘enact’ what they know, i.e.
to develop the kinds of organised understanding and skills that
support effective action. This means that they must ‘(i) have a deep
foundation of factual and theoretical knowledge, (ii) understand facts
and ideas in the context of a conceptual framework, and (iii) organ-
ise knowledge in ways that facilitate retrieval and action’
(Hammerness et al., 2005:366).

3. Teaching is an extremely complex and demanding task. If prospec-
tive teachers are going to be given the tools to help them ultimately
become ‘adaptive experts’ (see the discussion in Chapter 6, and
Bransford et al., 2005b) who can manage complexity, they need to
develop the ability to think about their own thinking, i.e. their
metacognition. Hammerness et al. (2005:376–7) characterise people
with high levels of metacognitive awareness as having the mental
habits of continually assessing their own performance and modifying
their assumptions and actions as necessary: ‘Effective teachers par-
ticularly need to be metacognitive about their work. The more they
learn about teaching and learning the more accurately they can reflect
on what they are doing well and on what needs to be improved.’

The approach to TLA development advocated by Wright (2002) and
the teacher development principles outlined by Hammerness et al. (2005)
also reflect the view of teacher learning embodied in the professional
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development activities for language teachers described in Richards and
Farrell (2005). The strategies that Richards and Farrell discuss, such as
the use of journals and teaching portfolios, analysing critical incidents,
case analysis and action research, could all be applied to TLA-focused
professional development activity. The view of teacher learning under-
pinning such strategies essentially represents an integration of three dif-
ferent theories:

• Teacher learning as a cognitive process: teacher development requires
teachers to explore their own beliefs and thinking processes in order
to examine how these influence their classroom practices;

• Teacher learning as personal construction: teachers should be helped
to develop self-awareness, understanding of their classrooms and per-
sonal interpretations of knowledge; and

• Teacher learning as reflective practice: teacher learning is enhanced by
engaging in critical reflection on the nature, meaning and impact of
classroom experiences.

Wright’s (2002) emphasis on LA work needing talk (echoing Wright
and Bolitho, 1993) also highlights the importance of collective activity
and the co-construction of knowledge. Self-monitoring of classroom
experiences and other individual continuing professional development
activities undoubtedly have their value. But the benefits of sharing
reflections and working collectively to analyse past actions and their con-
sequences cannot be overemphasised. Busy L2 teachers might not always
have the formal opportunities for the co-construction of understanding
about language that may be afforded by participation in an in-service
course with a focus on TLA developments. They should nevertheless
endeavour to make use of or to set up informal discussion groups and
networks, or ‘communities of practice’ (defined by Wenger, 2004, as
‘groups of people who share a concern or a passion for something they
do and learn how to do it better as they interact regularly’). Shulman and
Shulman (2004:267) make the point that ‘learning proceeds most effec-
tively if it is accompanied by metacognitive awareness and analysis of
one’s own learning processes, and is supported by membership in a learn-
ing community’.

From the preceding discussion, I would argue that a combination of
language-related self-reflection and focused collaborative activity of the
sort described represents the most effective way of helping L2 teachers
to achieve enhanced levels of language awareness and the development
of pedagogical strategies for dealing with language that are of direct rele-
vance to their specific teaching context. The principles and five-stage
cycle proposed by Wright (2002) provide an excellent basis for such
collaborative activity.
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9.4 The development of LA courses for L2 teachers: a case
study

Contextual factors generally play a large part in determining the design
of any course: LA courses for teachers are no exception. The course
described in this part of the chapter is very much a product of the Hong
Kong context, which has provided a backdrop for all the examples in this
book. It is slightly different from some LA courses in that it focuses less
on language per se and more on the transfer of knowledge about lan-
guage to pedagogical practice. However, it embodies many of the prin-
ciples of TLA course design and teacher learning discussed earlier.

9.4.1 The context of the course

The course, entitled ‘Pedagogic Grammar’ (PG), takes place as part of a
four-year pre-service Bachelor of Education programme of the type
referred to in Edge (1988). This particular programme (the Bachelor of
Education in Language Education offered by the University of Hong
Kong) was introduced in the early 1990s, as an alternative to the con-
ventional approach to the preparation of future teachers of L2 English
in Hong Kong secondary schools. Instead of three years of subject-matter
study followed by one year of teacher education (the typical pattern of
separating the first degree from professional training), the BEd was
planned as a fully integrated programme, in which all four years would
include the four strands of main subject study, educational studies, pro-
fessional studies (i.e. methodology) and school experience.

During the time that the BEd programme has been offered, the vast
majority of those studying for the degree have been local Cantonese-
speaking students, who are themselves recent products of the schools for
which they are being prepared. In the past two or three years, however,
the intake has changed slightly, with an increase in the number of mature
students and of students with an international background whose L1 is
a language other than Cantonese.

The PG course takes place in the second semester of Year 3. By the
time they reach that stage of their BEd studies, the students have
already taken a course of ‘Language Awareness’ (in the first semester of
Year 1). The BEd Year 1 LA course pays particular attention to some
of the preconceptions about language that Hong Kong students tend to
have after twelve or more years of often very ‘traditional’ form-focused
English lessons, encouraging them to open their minds to alternative
interpretations and analyses of language phenomena. By the second
semester of Year 3, the BEd students have also taken a number of
courses focusing on specific aspects of the English language systems,
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including phonology, written discourse and the grammar of written and
spoken English.

9.4.2 The timing of the course

The PG course is timed to take place immediately after the students
have spent nine weeks on teaching practice in a local secondary school.
The school experience strand of the BEd is spread over the four years
of the programme: in Year 1 students undertake a series of visits to dif-
ferent types of school (including international schools and special
schools); in Year 2 students spend three weeks in a school, observing
lessons and gaining their first experience of classroom teaching; in
Years 3 and 4 students spend a total of 18 weeks on teaching practice
(a nine-week block each year in different secondary schools), supported
in each placement by a mentoring teacher, a classmate and a visiting
university tutor. The nine-week block in Year 3 represents the students’
first prolonged experience of secondary school English teaching in the
role of teacher.

The timing of the PG course is especially significant in relation to the
aim of providing a ‘push’ to the transfer of knowledge, and sparking the
process by which declarative knowledge becomes proceduralised. By
scheduling the course to take place immediately after the Year 3
practicum, the intention is to provide an opportunity for the students to
reflect in depth on their very recent experiences of dealing with grammar
in the secondary school classroom and to re-evaluate some of their
grammar-related pedagogical decisions in light of knowledge gained on
the course. Such reflections are intended to lay the foundations for
further knowledge-building and personal exploration, as well as for their
next practical classroom experience during the fourth and final year of
the programme. It is also hoped that the students may be encouraged to
develop habits of self-monitoring and of sharing with colleagues their
reflections about language and language pedagogy, habits that may
become an integral part of their professional practice as L2 teachers.

There is strong support in the education literature for purposefully
scheduling a course in order to integrate theory and practice, with evi-
dence from a number of studies suggesting that the way teacher educa-
tion is conducted can affect the extent to which teachers are able to enact
what they are learning. According to Hammerness et al. (2005:375),
‘These studies have found that, when a well-supervised student teaching
experience precedes or is conducted jointly with coursework, students
appear more able to connect theoretical learning to practice, become
more comfortable with the process of learning to teach, and are more
able to enact what they are learning in practice.’
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9.4.3 The course description and course aims

The PG course has evolved in various ways since it was first offered.
The current outline (Table 11) describes the course and its aims.

9.4.4 The structure of the course

Although the first session of the course takes place after teaching prac-
tice, the course effectively begins beforehand, with a pre-practicum
meeting. At that meeting, the students are given a memo containing
instructions and a set of questions. This pre-course memo (Table 12) is
intended to achieve two objectives:

• to encourage reflection and discussion during the practicum (both
with the BEd classmate at their assigned school and the mentoring
teacher) about their lessons and also about broader issues relating to
grammar pedagogy; and
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Table 11: The BEd Pedagogic Grammar course – description and aims

Description of the course
This is a 6-credit course during which we will explore the relationship
between grammar and pedagogy. There are eight timetabled three-hour
sessions. These will take the form of workshops, during which you will
explore different areas of grammar, and/or approaches to the teaching of
grammar. There will be assigned readings for each session. Assessment will be
based upon a portfolio.

Aims of the course
(A) By the end of the course, you should have an enhanced understanding of:

� the arguments for and against the teaching of grammar;
� the importance of ‘Teacher Language Awareness’ and its relationship

with content-related pedagogical decisions;
� the rationale for and characteristics of different approaches to the

teaching of grammar.

(B) By the end of the course, you should be able to:
� make efficient, informed and critical use of reference grammar

sources to locate relevant grammatical information;
� analyse and evaluate the treatment of grammar in textbooks /

teaching materials;
� make principled decisions in relation to your own grammar teaching,

based on sound knowledge of the grammar area, understanding of
the language/learning needs of your students and familiarity with
different approaches to grammar pedagogy.



• to ensure that they note those reflections and that they gather the
materials they will need both for the course and for the portfolio on
which they will be assessed.

The questions in the memo, with one minor addition, are from Borg
(1999c).
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Table 12: The BEd Pedagogic Grammar course – the pre-course
memo

Memo to : All BEd (English – Year 3) students
From : Steve Andrews

Pedagogic Grammar

As you know, after your Teaching Practice, we shall be meeting for a course on
‘Pedagogic Grammar’. I want to ensure that this course is as relevant as possible to
your experiences and needs in relation to grammar and grammar teaching. I am
therefore going to ask you to collect some materials on a regular basis during your
TP, and to carry out one or two small (!!) related tasks, so that we can build on
your experience during the course.

Please note that this preparatory work will be the beginning of a portfolio, which
will form the basis of the assessment of the Pedagogic Grammar course. It is
therefore very important that you take it seriously, and arrive at the first session of
the course with the requested materials. 

Materials to be collected
1) Photocopies of all grammar-related materials used in your teaching.
2) Plans of any of your lessons that involved the teaching of grammar.
3) Photocopies of written feedback from TP supervisors on any lessons involving 

the teaching of grammar.
4) Reflections on a sample of the lessons in (2). Please make sure that you reflect

on a minimum of four such lessons – preferably those that have caused you the
most difficulty. These reflections should be brief, and should focus specifically
on issues relating to the grammar items you have had to teach. Note down, for
example:
• Uncertainties you may have had about your own knowledge of the

grammar item to be taught;
• Questions you may have had about the textbook treatment of the

grammar item: either the explanation of the rule(s), or the methodology 
employed;

• Doubts you may have had about any materials/advice given to you by the 
school in relation to the lesson;

• Queries you may have had about the best way to teach the grammar
item;

• Impressions you may have formed about the approach to grammar
preferred by the students in your school.
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Table 12: (cont.)

Task
On the following page you will find a set of questions. They concern decisions that
every teacher has to make in relation to the teaching of grammar. 

Please look at the set of questions at the beginning of your Teaching Practice, and
think about them as you teach any lessons involving grammar.

Then, at the end of your Teaching Practice, note your response to each of the
questions, based on your experiences.

BEd (Lang. Ed. – English) Year 3 2005–2006 Pedagogic Grammar

How do you teach grammar?
The questions below are intended to make you think about your experience

of dealing with grammar during Teaching Practice.
N.B. There are NO right or wrong answers to any of the questions!!!!

Materials

1) What are the sources of the grammar materials I use?

Lesson structure

2) Do I devote whole lessons to grammar teaching? Or does grammar
teaching take place as just part of a lesson? 

3) Do I sequence my grammar teaching activities in any particular way(s)?
4) Within the context of a lesson involving other things as well as grammar,

at what stage(s) does the grammar work occur?

Strategies

5) Do I tell students that we are doing grammar work? Or do I keep it implicit?
6) To what extent do I explain grammar? How? When?
7) Do I ever refer to Cantonese when teaching grammar? If so, when? If not,

why not?
8) To what extent do I encourage students to discover things for themselves?

How?
9) Do I encourage students to become aware of grammar rules? How? When?

10) How much grammatical terminology do I use when I teach grammar?
How much terminology do my materials use?

11) Do I provide students with opportunities to use grammar? How? When?

Outcomes

12) Do the students have an opportunity to keep a record of the grammar I
cover?

13) Do I check students’ understanding of grammar? How? When?

Questions about grammar

14) What kinds of questions about grammar do I ask the students?
15) How do I respond to students’ answers to those questions?



In the first session of the course, participants are given details of the
portfolio assessment which forms an integral part of the course structure
(Table 13).
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Table 12: (cont.)

16) Do I encourage students to ask questions about grammar?
17) Do students ask questions about grammar?
18) How do I respond to such questions?

Grammar errors

19) How do I deal with students’ spoken and written grammatical errors during
accuracy and fluency work?

(Questions adapted from Borg. 1999c)

Table 13: The BEd Pedagogic Grammar course – the portfolio
assessment

Aims of the portfolio assessment

In designing the assessment for this course, I wanted you to demonstrate
understanding of the issues we will be exploring together. More importantly,
however, I wanted to give you the opportunity to reflect on the relevance and
applicability of those issues to the practical realities of teaching, and also to
your developing personal theories of language pedagogy.

In the portfolio, you will therefore be expected to demonstrate the abilities
outlined in the Aims of the course. In my grading of your portfolio,
I will be looking for evidence of those abilities. In addition, I shall be looking
for evidence of the ability to engage seriously with issues relating to the
teaching and learning of grammar, and for reflections that demonstrate an
attempt to form a principled personal view of grammar/language pedagogy.

Requirements of the portfolio

Your portfolio should contain the following:
1. The materials you gathered during School Experience (outlined in my

earlier memo to you), including your reflections on four lessons involving
the teaching of grammar;

2. The post-session reflection tasks you are assigned during the course;
3. Three more extended pieces of reflective writing (suggested length: about

1,000 words each). In order to produce these reflections, you are advised
to select three of the four lessons referred to in 1. above. The instructions
for the three tasks are as follows:
(a) Task 1

In the first lesson you select, focus on the grammar area itself. Outline
which features of the grammar area you taught. Critically evaluate your
selection of what was to be taught in the light of your understanding



The reflections that students include in their portfolios are of two
main types. First, at various points during the course, they are invited
to note down their immediate reactions to issues discussed, particu-
larly their thoughts about any practical implications for grammar
teaching in the classroom context that they have just experienced.
Then, at the end of the course, they are required to revisit three of their
practicum lessons and reflect critically on them. Each of these three
extended reflections has a different focus: one on the grammar area
itself, one on the textbook’s treatment of that grammar area and one
on the pedagogical approach adopted by the student in the selected
lesson.

As noted in the course outline, the eight sessions of the course all take
the form of workshops. The students are expected to have done assigned
readings before each class, and they then participate in a series of work-
shop tasks in groups, with the tutor acting as a facilitator. The eight
workshop sessions are sequenced as follows. In Session 1, the students
are grouped with classmates who did their teaching practice in different
schools. Each group then uses the questions in Table 12 as a framework
for comparing grammar-related aspects of their practicum experience:
both the practices they adopted, and the reasoning (including the
response to specific contextual factors) that guided them. Then, towards
the end of the session, they are invited to negotiate the content of four
of the remaining seven workshop sessions. They nominate grammar
topics that they found challenging or problematic during their teaching
practice, and then vote to make a final selection of four areas of
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Table 13: (cont.)

of the grammar area from reference grammars. Discuss how you would
handle these content-related issues if you were teaching the same area
of grammar in a similar teaching situation in future.

(b) Task 2
In the second lesson you select, focus on the treatment of the grammar
area in the materials you were given by the school (either the textbook
or in-house materials). Critically evaluate how the grammar area is
treated in those materials. Pay particular attention to content-related
issues (e.g. the accuracy of the information provided, the clarity of the
explanations, the quality of the examples) rather than to issues of
methodology.

(c) Task 3
In the third lesson you select, focus on the approach you adopted.
Briefly describe which approach you adopted, and why. Reflect on
possible alternatives, and discuss how you might approach the teaching
of the same grammar area in future.



grammar, each of which becomes the focus of one workshop. Typical
areas nominated for inclusion are: Conditional sentences, Indirect and
direct speech, Relative clauses, Articles, Perfect verb forms, and
Gerunds and infinitives. Session 2 focuses on two fundamental ques-
tions: ‘Why do we teach grammar?’ and ‘Why do teachers need to know
about grammar?’ Session 3 is a Pedagogic Grammar case study. The spe-
cific grammatical focus of this session has changed from year to year
(depending on the students’ selection of items for the four PG work-
shops), but typically the case study has three phases: (a) awareness-
raising about the grammar area and analysis of what reference
grammars say about it (drawing on a variety of reference grammar
sources, including both books and the Telenex database);1 (b) critical
analysis of a textbook treatment of the grammar area (with particular
attention to the textbook’s presentation of grammar rules and choice of
examples); and (c) analysis of transcribed extracts of teacher talk in a
lesson (recorded in a local secondary school) in which that teacher is
dealing with aspects of the grammar area, and making use of the text-
book materials discussed in (b). The snapshots in earlier chapters are
examples of the type of ‘critical incident’ that the students are invited to
consider in (c). In Sessions 4–8, four of the classes are given over to PG
workshops, in which the students work collectively to explore issues
relating to their chosen grammar topics. The specific aims in these ses-
sions are to broaden students’ understanding of each grammar area, to
heighten their awareness of their students’ potential difficulties, to help
them make informed and appropriate choices about how the grammar
area should be handled with students of different ages and proficiency
levels, and to enable them to reflect critically on the choices made by the
writers of textbooks used in Hong Kong secondary schools. The remain-
ing session focuses on approaches to the teaching of grammar, looking
at the rationale behind different ways of introducing new grammar in
form-focused P-P-P lessons, and of integrating a ‘focus on form’ within
activities where the primary focus seems to be on meaning and/or on the
practice of skills.

9.5 Conclusion

In this chapter we have looked at TLA and teacher development,
exploring the crucial question of how we can help teachers to develop
the knowledge, skills and sensitivity that will enable them to be

197

TLA and teacher learning

1 Telenex is an English-teacher support network set up at the University of Hong Kong by a
team led by Amy Tsui. Telenex incorporates two grammar databases: TeleGram (for secondary
teachers) and PrimeGram (for primary teachers).



‘language-aware’ in their pedagogical practice. In our discussion, we
have noted the following:

• ‘Language Awareness’ / ‘Language Analysis’ (LA) work forms an
increasingly important part of teacher development courses world-
wide;

• One of the major concerns for those planning or teaching such courses
is the issue of knowledge transfer, and the extent to which the course
helps participants to make the bridge between the declarative and pro-
cedural dimensions of TLA, i.e. between the possession of knowledge
and the application of that knowledge;

• Another concern in planning such courses is the difficulty of reconcil-
ing participants’ conflicting needs: their immediate need (especially on
pre-service courses) for simplified, pre-digested ‘facts’ about language,
to help them survive their initial experience of classroom teaching; and
their longer-term need to develop a questioning attitude towards such
‘facts’ and an awareness of the diversity and complexity of language;

• Successful LA courses help participants to draw on and continuously
develop the three competences: language user, language analyst and
language teacher; on in-service programmes, LA activities are particu-
larly effective when they are based on an experiential approach;

• L2 teachers’ continuing development of enhanced levels of language
awareness and of pedagogical strategies for dealing with language that
are appropriate to their teaching context is best achieved through a
combination of language-related self-reflection and focused collabo-
rative activity.

As noted in the earlier part of the chapter and again in the summary
above, promoting the transfer of teachers’ enhanced knowledge about
language (the declarative dimension of TLA) to their pedagogical prac-
tice (the procedural dimension of their TLA) remains one of the princi-
pal challenges for those involved with TLA development. The ideas
outlined in 9.4 are not a guaranteed solution to the problem of knowl-
edge transfer. They do, however, represent a systematic and principled
attempt to confront that challenge. As such, they may be of some help to
others facing similar issues in different teacher development contexts.
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Questions for discussion and reflection

1) Have you taken an LA course, or course component, at any
stage in your own professional development? If so, how was
that LA course organised? What sort of activities did you
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participate in? Did those activities attempt to promote ‘knowl-
edge transfer’? If so, to what extent do you think they were suc-
cessful, and why?

2) If you were planning the 12-hour LA component of a course for
pre-service trainees in a teaching context with which you are
familiar, what would your main objectives be, and why? Which
areas of language and specific features of language would you
focus on? What sort of activities would you include?

3) If you were planning a 24-hour in-service LA course for teachers
with three to five years’ full-time teaching experience, again in a
teaching context with which you are familiar, how would your
objectives, your language focus and your chosen activities differ
from those you proposed for the pre-service course? Why would
they differ in these ways?

4) With a colleague or classmate, try to plan a cycle of LA activities
based on Wright’s (2002) five-stage model and his principles for
LA work. Provide a rationale for the unit of LA work that you
plan.

5) Arrange to make a video recording of one of your lessons in
which some form-focused teaching is likely to take place. View
the videotaped lesson and try to identify at least two content-
related ‘incidents’, planned or unplanned, where you are dealing
with either a grammar-related issue or a lexis-related issue (e.g.
explaining, dealing with student output). Transcribe each inci-
dent, and then critically evaluate your handling of the language
content in each lesson extract. Write a brief contextual descrip-
tion to accompany your transcriptions and then show them to a
colleague or classmate as snapshots of your TLA in pedagogical
practice. Discuss the snapshots together.



Epilogue: TLA and teacher
professionalism

The preceding chapters of this book have argued that TLA is of crucial
importance in the language teaching / language learning enterprise,
because of its potential impact on student learning: the language-aware
L2 teacher is more likely to be effective in promoting student learning
than the teacher who is not language-aware. The language awareness of
the L2 teacher has been explored from a variety of perspectives, and illus-
trated with snapshots from L2 English classrooms in the specific context
of the Hong Kong secondary school. Now, in these final few pages, I feel
it is important to return once more to the motivation for writing such a
book, and to set its central argument within the context of more general
educational debate.

The arguments in this book – that Teacher Language Awareness (TLA)
is a core component of the L2 teacher’s knowledge base and that it is a
growing concern for those involved in setting professional standards for
L2 teachers – accord with wider trends, both in language education and
general education, associated with the establishment and maintenance of
professional standards. These include, for instance, the various moves in
recent years towards the professionalisation of TESOL (among them the
ill-fated BIELT, the British Institute of English Language Teaching, set up
with the goals of establishing a framework of professional qualifications
and a professional code of practice), the initiatives in various parts of the
world to set professional standards for teachers of all subjects (such as the
frameworks developed by the National Board of Professional Standards
in the United States) and the growth of interest in the generic notion of the
teacher as professional that is evident in the education literature (see, e.g.,
the various papers in Darling-Hammond and Sykes, 1999).

If teaching in general (and L2 teaching in particular) is to be consid-
ered a profession, then there is an underlying assumption that the pract-
itioner needs to be in possession of a knowledge base or set of knowledge
bases that are distinctive to the profession. The nature of teacher knowl-
edge and teacher learning has been extensively researched (Freeman,
2002, provides a review of the North American literature in this area).
The view of TLA outlined in Chapter 2 draws mainly on Shulman (for
instance, 1986a; 1986b; 1987), but also on Turner-Bisset (2001) and
Tsui (2003), to put forward an argument for regarding TLA as one
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closely interrelated set of knowledge bases that are drawn upon in L2
teaching, a set of knowledge bases that is on the one hand integrated with
the other knowledge bases in the enactment of expert teaching, but that
is nevertheless worthy of investigation and treatment as a separate com-
ponent of teacher cognition, because it is a cluster of knowledge bases
that are all specifically related to language.

Shulman (1999) makes a particularly powerful argument to support
the notion that teaching should be regarded as a profession. He begins by
affirming that the nature of teaching, with its constant demand for prin-
cipled responses to unpredictable situations, places it on a par with other
professions: ‘We have come to understand that teachers are professionals
precisely because they operate under conditions of inherent novelty,
uncertainty, and chance. Although there may be curricula that strive to
prescribe teachers’ behaviour with great precision, for most teachers a
typical day is fraught with surprises’ (Shulman, 1999:xii–xiii). Because of
this, according to Shulman, teachers’ work ‘cannot be controlled by rules,
even though it must be governed by standards’ (1999:xiii).

Shulman then develops his argument regarding standards, saying that
‘Professionalism demands thoughtful, grounded actions under complex
and uncertain conditions that are nevertheless guided by, rooted in, and
framed by clear professional standards. A professional both acts wisely
and can explain his or her actions’ (ibid.). He then expresses his view
that knowledge of subject matter is at the core of teacher profession-
alism. As he puts it, ‘deep, flexible and confident understanding of
subject matter makes possible the kinds of professional autonomy and
responsiveness that the teaching of all youngsters requires’ (ibid.).
Shulman makes clear that such knowledge is necessary but by no means
sufficient: the professional teacher needs a range of other knowledge
bases. Nevertheless, subject-matter knowledge is the core. Therefore, he
argues, ‘professional teachers must be well educated, especially in the
subject matter they teach, and . . . their career-long professional educa-
tion experiences must continue to be grounded in the centrality of that
content’ (ibid.).

Such arguments from general education provide support for the
assumption underlying the whole of this book: that L2 teaching, like the
teaching of any other subject, is a profession, and that those who wish
to be recognised as L2 teachers should fulfil the requirements of any pro-
fessional (i.e. ‘reaching a standard or having the quality expected of a
professional person or his work; competent in the manner of a profes-
sional’, Oxford English Dictionary Online, 2004). In other words, they
should possess competences and qualities (and perhaps also qualifica-
tions certifying possession of those qualities) equivalent to those
expected of a professional in any other field. 
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If this seems to be a case of stating the obvious, in the way referred to
in the Prologue of this book, then it is perhaps worth pointing out that
the topic of professionalism in L2 teaching and the relevance of subject-
matter knowledge have provoked considerable debate, especially in the
United Kingdom in relation to the teaching of English as a Foreign
Language. For example, Thornbury, in a paper provocatively entitled
‘The unbearable lightness of EFL’ (2001b), remarks that ‘[m]uch has
been made of the need to raise and/or maintain standards in order to
ensure the professionalism of EFL. But the question remains: is TEFL
really a profession? And, if so, what standards should it be judged by?’
(p. 392).

According to Thornbury (2001b), Widdowson (1998) proposes that
professionalism in TEFL is at least in part dependent upon a knowledge
of linguistics: 

Like other professional people (doctors, lawyers, accountants),
teachers claim authority because of specialised knowledge and
expertise . . . The subject for language teachers is a language, and
so it is obviously this that they need to know about . . . A
knowledge of the subject, English as a foreign language,
presupposes some knowledge at least about language as a
whole . . . In other words, knowing the language subject depends
in some degree on the study of linguistics.

(Widdowson, 1998, cited by Thornbury, 2001b:392)

Thornbury (2001b) cites Widdowson in order to argue against this
‘academic model’ of TEFL, suggesting that such an aspiration to what he
describes as ‘sham’ respectability is misguided in a number of ways. First,
placing language as subject on a par with, for example, medicine and law
as subjects ignores the uniqueness of language, which can be both
content and medium of instruction. Second, according to Thornbury,
this ‘academic model’ over-inflates the importance of declarative knowl-
edge of subject matter: the ‘what’ of teaching. In so doing, it downplays
the importance of the ‘how’ of teaching.1

The points that Thornbury makes here are important. The first relates
to one of the central arguments in this book: that much of the complex-
ity of TLA (as we have seen it reflected in the practices of the teachers
cited in previous chapters, for instance) is associated with the intertwin-
ing of L2 as content and medium of instruction, which is a feature of L2
classes in many parts of the world. The second point – that L2 teachers
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1 In fairness to Thornbury, he does make clear in a footnote to his paper that his comments
relate primarily to native-speaker teachers of EFL, rather than to non-native-speaker teachers,
most of whom have, in his words, ‘trained long and hard to achieve a measure of local respect,
and can claim to have earned the professionalism that still eludes the so-called native speaker
EFL teacher’ (Thornbury 2001b:396).



need more than just declarative knowledge – is equally valid. Earlier
chapters have provided more than one example where declarative
knowledge is shown to be a mixed blessing in the hands of the teacher
who is an over-zealous transmitter of such knowledge.

Nevertheless, the validity of these two specific points does not, to me
at least, justify Thornbury’s dismissal of the importance of subject-
matter knowledge and of what he caricatures as an ‘academic model’ of
TEFL. Rather than discounting the significance of such knowledge, I
have tried to propose in this book that we need to rethink and recon-
ceptualise our understanding of subject-matter knowledge in the context
of L2 pedagogical practice in a way that takes account of the central
importance to our endeavours as L2 teachers of both the declarative and
procedural dimensions of that knowledge (TLA). It is absolutely correct
to suggest, as Thornbury implies, that L2 teachers demonstrate their pro-
fessionalism in the way they handle language-related issues in their
teaching, and not solely by their possession of qualifications that attest
to their knowledge of linguistics. However, I would argue (in the belief
that the argument is supported by evidence in the preceding chapters)
that any L2 teacher, except possibly those employed solely as native-
speaker conversation partners, requires an adequate level of subject-
matter knowledge to inform the handling of all content-related
decisions. At the same time, this is only one component (the declarative
dimension) of the TLA required of the professional L2 teacher: the pro-
cedural dimension is at least as important in the context of pedagogical
practice.

An assertion of this kind inevitably provokes a series of related ques-
tions, among them:

• What constitutes an adequate level of subject-matter knowledge
(declarative TLA) for the L2 teacher?

• What constitutes an adequate level of procedural TLA for the L2
teacher?

• Can valid and reliable instruments for measuring declarative and pro-
cedural TLA be identified as a step towards the certification of L2
teachers’ professional competence? If so, how?

These questions in turn raise a number of awkward issues. However,
I would suggest that in any attempt to specify the professional standards
expected of the L2 teacher that may be happening as part of the process
of the professionalisation of L2 teachers and teaching taking place in
various parts of the world, such questions cannot be ignored. In the
responses to those questions that are formulated in different educational
contexts, I would also argue that the specifications of what is required
of a professional L2 teacher should include a thorough, context-specific
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analysis of TLA-related competences, focusing on both knowledge and
behaviour, i.e. the declarative and procedural dimensions of TLA.

The process of resolving such issues and conducting such analyses is
likely to be both time-consuming and challenging. But it is essential if the
standards set for the TEFL profession are to be robust, comprehensive
and contextually appropriate.
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Appendix: Language Awareness
test – rubrics and sample test items

(The LA grammar test is largely based on Alderson, Clapham and Steel’s
test (1996), which in turn drew on Bloor (1986).)

Grammar component

Section 1: Grammatical terms

A. Metalanguage recognition

Exercise 1
From the sentence below select one example of the grammatical item
requested and write it in the space provided. NOTE: You may select the
same word(s) more than once if appropriate.
[14 grammatical items are requested, such as countable noun, relative
pronoun]

Exercise 2
In the following sentences, underline the item requested in brackets.
[Four items are requested, focusing on sentence functions]

B. Metalanguage production

Exercise 3
Look at the twelve sentences below. What grammatical terms would you
use to describe the item underlined in each of the sentences? NOTE: For
each item provide a full description.

Examples:
1. It was the most exciting film she had ever seen.

superlative adjective
2. I saw Jenny last Saturday.

verb in past simple tense

Section 2: English error correction and explanation

This section consists of 15 English sentences, each of which contains a
grammar mistake.
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For each sentence:

1. Rewrite the faulty part of the sentence correctly. (There is only one
part that is wrong.) Do NOT rewrite the whole sentence.

2. Underneath each sentence explain the error.

[This task contributes marks to two components of the test. The first part
of each item contributes to ‘Correction of errors’, the second to
‘Explanation of errors’]

Example:
I often goes to the cinema.
Correct version: go
Explanation: The verb must agree with the subject
[Do NOT write : Change ‘goes’ to ‘go’]
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