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Abstract

This article begins with a brief overview of some of the salient issues which have impacted on teaching practice in recent years. In order to canvass teacher concerns regarding these issues, a questionnaire was given to a class of practicing teachers studying for a Master’s degree in ELT at a Turkish university asking them to rate a number of key issues according to their level of concern. Quantitative results indicated reasonably high levels of concern for all the issues canvassed, and that issues related to the classroom were the ones which caused the most concern. Qualitative insights were also gathered from comments which were added to the questionnaires. The article concludes by suggesting directions for further research and ways in which these issues may be developed in the coming years.
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Although always practitioner-friendly, ELT Journal has nevertheless tackled some weighty theoretical issues which have impacted upon teaching practice over the last two decades. It is this focus on the teacher that I would like to explore in this article, taking some key contributions to ELTJ as a starting point.  

Teacherosaurus Rex

I have read Grundy’s (1999) Comment on the methodological muddle which renders him “Teacherosaurus Rex, the last of the language instructors” (p.55) many times, and it never fails to resonate with my own anxieties and experience. Grundy (ibid.) reminds us that “there was a time when we had a structuralist theory of language and a behaviourist theory of learning from which to derive that perfect, unquestionable method”, but modern developments have led to a great deal of professional uncertainty. Grundy’s heartfelt lament followed other exhortations to control teacher ego and embrace the principles of learner-centeredness (for instance, Harmer, 1995), which in turn had been questioned by those who suggested that learner-centeredness was really just an abdication of teacher responsibility (for instance, O’Neill, 1991). In the face of such strongly argued positions, it is, perhaps, no wonder that teachers are confused over what really is the best way to go about their jobs, and this confusion manifests itself right up to very recently in discussions of the relative merits of traditional methods versus Communicative Language Teaching (CLT, for instance, Griffiths, 2011).

According to Grundy (ibid.), one of the most serious threats to the survival of what he terms Teacherosaurus Rex is modern technology, with its promise of a more effective and more enjoyable learning experience (for instance, Hockley, 2011). Early technology in the form of behaviourist-inspired language laboratories was imposing-looking and impressively expensive, if frequently malfunctioning. These have, in the main, given way to more user-friendly self-access centres, equally impressive-looking and expensive with an emphasis on learner autonomy which will empower students to manage without a teacher, even if they cannot “tell you the point of it all” (Widdowson, p.336)
Our pedagogical dinosaur has also been challenged on the grounds of “linguistic imperialism” (Phillipson, 1992). Heated debates have raged on the question of the rapidly growing use of English as an International Language (EIL, for instance, Jenkins, 1998) or as a Lingua Franca (ELF, for instance, Snowden, 2012) in a globalizing world. The debate has also included questions of the relative worth of native versus non-native teachers (for instance, Medgyes, 1992), issues of English as a medium of instruction, and World English which “belongs to everybody who speaks it, but is nobody’s mother tongue” (Rajagopalan 2004: 111). 

And what a teacher teaches has generated no less controversy. ELT mainstays of grammar, vocabulary, pronunciation, functions and skills are, quite rightly, well represented in ELTJ. But in more recent years, these basics have been increasingly seen as necessary but not sufficient for the English language classroom. These days, teachers are expected to include not only language, but also culture and pragmatics in their lessons, to teach students not only how to be polite but how to be rude (Mugford, 2008)! In addition, the idea that instruction should not focus directly on the language but on the purpose (English for specific purposes - ESP; English for academic purposes - EAP, etc.) or content (CLIL – content and language integrated learning) has been steadily gaining ground, requiring the teacher in these kinds of classes to have at least some knowledge of subjects such as business, or law, or medicine, or aviation, or whatever. There are even those who advocate a critical pedagogy aimed at “social transformation” and “improving lives” (Akbari, 2008: 276), although Snowden (2008: 284) warns about the dangers inherent in this approach, since the result may not be “the one anticipated”.  

So where does Teacherosaurus Rex belong in all of this?

A common contemporary teacher’s complaint relates to administrative overload, which tends to be equated with terms such as “professionalism” and “accountability”. Although the status of teaching as a profession is sometimes questioned, the definition of profession as “a calling requiring specialized knowledge and often long and intensive academic preparation” (Merriam Webster Dictionary) would seem to describe reasonably accurately what is required of most teachers. When teachers complain about administration, they often include copious lesson plans, time-consuming assessment procedures and extensive reporting. In addition to their normal class load, teachers may also be feeling the pressure to undergo continuing professional development (CPD), to obtain higher qualifications, to be “reflective” (for instance, Ryder, 2011) or to engage in action research (for instance Borg, 2011). All of this emphasis on “accountable professional practice” (Farmer, 2006: 160) can represent a heavy burden for teachers already strained by classroom demands.

Which brings us to a topic which is, perhaps, conspicuous by its relative absence from the ELT literature. For some reason, most articles in most journals, while they may propose innovative ideas based on sound theoretical principles, fail to even mention the practical question of how a teacher should go about managing a class, and what to do if there are problems in this pivotal dimension of their work. And yet, classroom management issues are an integral part of a teacher’s day-to day reality. The question becomes especially urgent if students are unmotivated, have special needs, or display “negative class participation” (Wadden and McGovern, 1991, p.119). Teachers are often reluctant to admit to behaviour problems, fearing, perhaps, that unmotivated students may reflect on their own professionalism, and that they will not get support from either school authorities or parents. And yet the teachers in Griffiths’s (2011) study gave student behaviour as the major single constraint on the methods they were able to employ. And Hiep (2007:119) reports watching a “chaotic” class which left the trainee teacher looking “tired and desperate”. 

Hiep’s (ibid.) report, reminds me of an experience of my own, watching a teacher trainee on school experience. Sara had taught this lesson previously in front of her peers at the university. She had put a lot of time into preparation, having collected some plastic capsules from a box of chocolates into which she had carefully inserted some slips of paper with questions written on them. She had also painstakingly sellotaped together numerous hexagonal cardboard shapes to make a ball. The idea was that each student would take a question from the capsule, answer it, then nominate the next participant by throwing the ball to him/her. In the university among her peers it worked well. Her classmates congratulated her on the innovative idea and creative materials and I gave her a good mark.

At the school, Sara is excited and keen to go. She is looking forward to the lesson, and, as we walk along to the class, she is bubbly and positive. In the room, I go and find myself a seat at the back and unpack my books while Sara goes and stands at the front. After she has unpacked her bag she waits while the class noisily ignores her. She has to raise her voice to make herself heard. She goes over the target language function (asking and answering questions), explains the activity and a couple of the students have a turn, selecting a capsule, answering a question and nominating the next participant by throwing the ball. The activity proceeds well enough until one of the boys throws the ball rather forcefully at his chosen successor, who then seizes it and throws it forcefully back, squashing it totally out of shape. Trying to save the situation, Sara reaches for her ball and in the process knocks the tray with the plastic capsules all over the floor. In the ensuing commotion, there is a sound of plastic being crunched underfoot. I hear a boy’s voice beside me: “Don’t cry, teacher,” and I look up to see Sara desperately struggling not to burst into tears in the face of the disastrous turn her carefully-prepared lesson has taken. She is saved by the regular classroom teacher resuming control and getting her unruly class settled at their desks with their books.

So what went wrong with Sara’s “real” lesson? And what can we do to help bridge the gap between the ivory tower of the university (where it all went so well), the good ideas we read about in journals, and the actualities of the classroom? 

First, perhaps, we need to look more closely at what teachers believe about the issues involved, since “beliefs…..guide teachers in their practice” (Donaghue, 2003: 344). Is it the methods they are required to use; or what they have to teach; or the challenges of new technology; or globalization; or professional accountability; or issues directly related to the classroom which are of most concern?

The study

In order to address the questions above, the members (N=16) of a class studying for a Master’s degree in ELT at a private university in Istanbul, Turkey, who were all practicing teachers, were asked to complete a questionnaire. Using a 5-point Likert scale where 1=unconcerned to 5=strongly concerned, the teachers were asked to rate their concerns regarding six broad areas: methodology, content, technology, English as an International Language, professional accountability and classroom issues. In order to add a qualitative dimension, participants were also asked to add a comment to their rating if they had one. Respondents were also asked for their gender, age, length of experience, and the level at which they were currently teaching (see Appendix). In order to increase the participant pool, each of the class members was also asked to ask other colleagues to complete a questionnaire. 

Altogether, questionnaires were collected from 46 respondents, of whom

· 12 were male, 34 were female 
· 21 were 29 years of age or younger, 25 were over 30 
· 16 were relatively new teachers with five years’ experience or less, 17 had been teaching for between six and ten years, and 13 had 11 or more years’ experience 
· 33 were teaching at tertiary level, while only 13 were teaching at pre-school, primary or secondary levels 
· all were non-native speakers of English

Quantitative findings

According to the results, four items (classroom issues, content, technology and professional accountability) were rated in the “concerned” (rating=4) range, while methodology and English as a lingua franca were rated in the “neutral range” (rating=3). Further analysis of the data revealed that women were significantly more concerned about classroom issues than men (Mann-Whitney, p=.016). In addition, concern over classroom issues according to teaching level approached significance (Mann-Whitney=.065), with pre-tertiary teachers expressing a higher level of concern than tertiary teachers. It would seem, then, from these results, that those who express the highest level of concern regarding classroom issues are women teaching at pre-tertiary level.

Qualitative findings

Not all of the respondents added comments to their questionnaires, but there were a number of interesting comments made which help to contextualize the quantitative findings.

In answer to the item on classroom issues, which reportedly caused the highest level of concern, Respondent 25 wrote: “Finding ways of increasing my students’ motivation is my biggest concern. Classroom management is also another issue that should be taken into consideration.” And according to Respondent 33 “What happens in the classroom usually clashes with the theory”.

Respondent 21 linked the issue of content to motivation since “the content of what we teach decides the motivation of the learners which is the most vital tool for teaching”. The importance of tailoring content to student needs was also emphasized by Respondent 37 who pointed out that “Pre-set content may not fit the students’ schemata/level/age.” Respondent 24 went as far as to say that students will learn if “the content is useful no matter what method you use.”

Many of the participants, such as Respondent 1, believed that “technology is now a ‘must’ in ELT”. Respondent 24 argued: “Can we breathe without technology in our lives today??? And if our classes are our lives, then there must be technology and we must train ourselves using technology.” Some of the others, however, advised caution since “it adds variety and motivation but may get boring if there is overuse. Students may not get what you intend to give”. Respondent 2 also warned: “it is not always feasible or necessary. However, it is a very practical way of addressing different learner types if used properly”.

Respondent 38 expressed strong concern about professional accountability since “teachers have to be knowledgeable about their fields”. Respondent 33, however, complained: “It is difficult to be an instructor and an administrator. It puts a lot of pressure on me”, while Respondent 39 thought the emphasis should be on “firstly teaching!”

Although participants seemed to be generally in agreement that “teachers of English should be aware of contemporary teaching methods and techniques” (Respondent 31), the responses to the item regarding methodology seemed to be rather in favour of an eclectic approach. Respondent 3, for instance commented: “I believe that having a general idea about approaches and methods is beneficial for any teacher, however, teachers should not stick to one approach only. It is better if we develop our own ways to teach”. Respondent 32 made a somewhat similar point: “No one methodology is right or wrong and it mostly depends on the profile of the students”.

According to the quantitative results, the issue of English as an International language caused the least concern. Some respondents (for instance, Respondent 2) point out that an awareness of the international status of English increased student motivation “especially if they want to go abroad”. But according to Respondent 36, EIL was “not a big deal since it is obvious”! Yet others (such as Respondent 33) pointed pragmatically to the fact that English had “competitors” and might not always be the global Lingua Franca.
Status quo: discussion

Although issues related to English as an International Language or Lingua Franca have occupied a great deal of space in the literature in the last couple of decades, the teachers in the context of the current study (who were all non-native speakers of English) did not seem to rate the spectre of linguistic imperialism in a globalizing world as a major concern. Some seemed to consider that learning the global Lingua Franca so that they could communicate around the world was a major motivator, although others expressed reservations about how long English was likely to maintain its privileged position as the International Language.

Neither, in general, was serious concern expressed about methodology. Although the need to be aware of a variety of methods was acknowledged, several respondents also stressed the need to be able to choose methods appropriate to the needs of their students. 

Overall, the preference of the teachers in this study seemed to be for an eclectic approach to methodology which leaves the teacher free to choose from “a variety of methods in order to help their students achieve success in language learning” (Griffiths, 2008: 263).

The pressure caused by contemporary demands of professional accountability was raised as an issue by some respondents, although others emphasized the need to expand their professional knowledge and experience. Perhaps the fact that the core group of participants in this study was taking a Master’s course would indicate that they were taking their professional responsibilities seriously and working to expand their professional horizons, often at considerable expense and effort since the classes were taught at night and teachers often had to drive some distance after teaching all day and still have enough energy to teach the following day. Anyone who has done this will know it is not easy!

Perhaps predictably, technology received a lot of support as an essential tool of modern education. Teacherosaurus Rex, however, can take comfort from some cautious responses which pointed out problems of feasibility and potential overuse. In fact, although Grundy’s (1999) lament was published more than a dozen years ago when, indeed, computers did seem to be about to take over the world as we knew it, in fact, this has not happened, neither does it seem to be likely to happen any time soon. Computers can be a great tool, but language is essentially interpersonal and infinitely variable and unpredictable, and it is hard to see how communicating with a machine can ever replace interaction with a real human being.

Content aroused quite a high level of concern, and was linked by some respondents to motivation, thereby emphasizing the importance of content-related decisions in successful language learning. According to some respondents, content is more important than method.

But it was the item on classroom issues which received the strongest reaction from the teachers in this study. In recent years, ELT literature has tended to focus on learners and their needs, and on how content, methods, technology and so on can best be used to promote learning; and this, of course, is all necessary and good. However, it sometimes seems that in the process of focusing on these admittedly important factors, teachers have somehow drifted almost right out of the picture, often reduced to two dimensional figures with no character, concerns or lives of their own, who can faultlessly deliver motivating content using theoretically appropriate methodology to eager and attentive learners while carrying out reflection and action research, engaging in continuing professional development and being totally professionally accountable. Is this really what life as a teacher is like? Some teachers write of the difficulties of dealing with unmotivated students, while others point to the gap between pedagogical theory and the realities of life in the classroom. Teaching is not an easy job, as a number of recent news items has underlined. Pope (2011), for instance, describes schools as “war zones”, while Garling (2011) cites instances of teacher bullying. What preparation are teachers given for these kinds of realities, and what support are they given when it does happen? What advice or assistance can Sara (described earlier) be given that will help her to cope with the demands of her chosen profession?

Directions for further research

The current small-scale study has made some useful findings, but has also raised some interesting questions which other researchers might care to pursue, in particular: 
· A larger-scale study involving more participants could be expected to produce more reliable data and probably generate more significant correlations and differences enabling more generalizable conclusions to be extracted from the data analysis. 
· It would also be useful to conduct the study in other situations to determine whether the results apply across contexts or whether they are limited to the current research environment. 
· The methodology of the current study, which used only a questionnaire with ratings for quantitative data and comments for qualitative data, could be expanded to provide triangulation by means of interviews or observations. 
· Furthermore, the issues in the questionnaire were all very broad, and each one could be broken down into more detailed items and, perhaps, administered as separate questionnaires to produce more exact information about the precise nature of the respondents’ concerns.

· Most importantly, the results of this study indicate an urgent need to explore ways of training and supporting our teachers to cope with the realities of classroom management and student motivation. This would seem to be especially urgent in the case of pre-tertiary teachers who seemed to have the highest level of concern regarding classroom issues. 
Conclusion: What is the future for Teacherosaurus Rex?

Learner-centered has been fashionable for a number of years now, and, of course, this is quite rightly so. Nobody would want to see our schools revert to the kinds of Dickensian institutions that were once reasonably common. 

But what about the teacher? As Wadden and McGovern (1991: 126) put it “Applied linguists and teacher trainers have long turned a blind eye to issues of classroom management in the genuine language classroom with theories and pedagogy which revolve around the concept of the ideal learner.” Although this was written more than 20 years ago, the results of this study would seem to indicate that this “blind spot” remains, perhaps at least partly because much of the theorizing and research has been carried out in universities rather than at at the chalk face where “real” students and teachers interact.  
Somehow amid the enthusiasm to focus on the learner, method, content, the place of English in the world and other theoretical (albeit important) issues, it seems that we have lost sight of the fact that teachers are also individuals with their own desires, families, preferences, needs, individual differences, beliefs and characteristics. Teachers are not machines, neither does there seem to be much real likelihood of teachers being replaced by machines anytime soon, if ever. But teaching is a stressful job, and perhaps a clearer focus on how to train and support our teachers in the course of their extremely demanding profession is overdue for some serious attention in the near future. 
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English language teacher concerns

As an English language teacher, I am concerned about the following issues:

5=strongly concerned,  4=concerned,  3=neutral,  4=not very concerned,  5=unconcerned
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