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Preface

This book began as a conversation by the fireplace in the game room
of the Ca D’Oro Hotel in Sdo Paulo. It was July 1991 — midwinter in
Brazil — and we were both speaking at the biannual convention of
Brazil-TESOL. In our conversation, we recognized that the field of lan-
guage teacher education had begun to change in important and
dramatic ways. A shift was taking place in its rationale, as well as in
the sources of theory, understanding, and justification on which the
various practices of language teacher training and teacher development
are based. People were beginning to ask questions about what language
teachers know in order to do their work. How is language teaching
learned? And what is the basis in experience and knowledge from which
language teaching proceeds?

To a certain extent, these questions were — and are — the professional
equivalent of asking about the emperor’s new clothes. As we discuss in
the Prologue, language teacher education is outgrowing the ‘“unexam-
ined stories” that have been the basis of its operation. It has been based
either on plain assertion — “This works, believe me!” - or on disciplin-
ary knowledge from beyond the realm of language teaching itself. In
fact, as we talked, we began to identify a small and emerging commu-
nity of researchers and practitioners who were working to understand
teacher learning in language teaching as a phenomenon in its own right.

Thus this book came about. It is the first formal collection of research
on teacher learning in the field of language teaching. The work of col-
leagues in Hong Kong(China), Australia, Canada, Spain, the United Kingdom,
and the United States assembled here — all of it original research —
establishes an initial knowledge base for this endeavor. Drawing from
the broad traditions of qualitative, hermeneutic research, and the past
three decades of work in teacher cognition, this volume is meant to
start a conversation. We believe that the field of language teaching will
be considerably enriched by deeper and closer examinations of how
language teachers come to know what they know and do what they do
in their work. The research in this book is an important and worthwhile
step toward that end.

We would like to thank our fellow researchers from around the world
who contributed to this effort, as well as our colleagues and graduate
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Preface

students at our respective institutions — the School for International
Training and the City University of Hong Kong — for their support in
bringing this project to fruition. The editorial staff at Cambridge
University Press, in particular Mary Vaughn and Olive Collen, played an
integral part in the project, and we thank them for their professionalism
and support.

However, the real measure of a project like this one is the degree to
which it fosters further inquiry, debate, and discussions, like the one at
the Hotel Ca D’Oro that launched it. We trust that this book will pro-
vide a point of departure for interaction and dialogue among practi-
tioners, researchers, and teacher educators around the world who share
an interest in and a concern for the issues of teacher learning in language
teaching and the need to better understand how language teachers do

their work.
Donald Freeman

Jack C. Richards
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Prologue: A look at uncritical stories

This book examines the process of learning to teach a second or foreign
language, through descriptive accounts of the experiences of teachers.
It contains sixteen original chapters which present different perspectives
on how teachers and student teachers respond to teaching and to the
experiences that are provided as part of their professional development.
The book thus illuminates the nature of learning to teach second or
foreign languages through research-based accounts of how teacher ed-
ucation programs and the experience of teaching shape the knowledge,
thinking, and practice of language teachers. We do not limit “second
language” to English, since we believe that learning to teach any lan-
guage shares certain fundamental characteristics.

Like most work of this nature, this book makes an argument. Our
point is a basic one, namely, that in order to better understand language
teaching, we need to know more about language teachers: what they
do, how they think, what they know, and how they learn. Specifically,
we need to understand more about how language teachers conceive of
what they do: what they know about language teaching, how they think
about their classroom practice, and how that knowledge and those
thinking processes are learned through formal teacher education and
informal experience on the job. Although it should be common sense
to examine the teacher as pivotal in the enterprise of teaching and learn-
ing, to date questions such as these have been largely overlooked both
in general educational research and in the field of language teaching.
Thus the argument we make is set against a backdrop that takes a great
deal for granted in language teaching — about teachers, their learning,
and the cognitive side of teaching.

Although people have been learning to teach languages for a long
time, very little attention has been paid to understanding how those
learning processes actually unfold or the knowledge and experience that
underlie them. Most of what is done in language teaching and in lan-
guage teacher education is based on conventions that define disciplinary
knowledge from linguistics, psychology, and various other fields as the
foundation for what language teachers should know and therefore what
they should do in their classrooms (see Freeman 1994). These academic
traditions spring more from the need to articulate a professional identity
for language teachers than from any solid, inquiry-derived understand-
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Donald Freeman and Jack C. Richards

ing of what people need to know in order to teach languages or how
they learn to do what they do as language teachers in classrooms.

The metaphor of uncritical stories

To cast this argument in terms of a metaphor, the professional literature
of language teaching is stocked with stories of classroom methodologies,
of good curricula, of effective practices, of worthwhile programs, and
so on. While these stories provide informative and sometimes entertain-
ing accounts of language teaching, they typically offer little examination
of the characters or settings in which they transpire, or even a careful
examination of how the accounts themselves are put together. Thus we
operate in our various roles — as teachers, teacher educators, research-
ers, curriculum developers, policy makers, and so on - in a landscape
of uncritical assumptions and myths about language teaching and lan-
guage teachers. Although there have been calls to establish a research
base in language teaching and language teacher education [Freeman
(1989); Freeman and Richards (1993); Richards and Nunan (1990)],
there has been little progress until the work reported here. The fifteen
research studies that make up this book inaugurate a domain of edu-
cational inquiry into how people learn to teach languages. The out-
comes of such research will serve several purposes. They can provide a
more rational foundation for language teacher education and can help
to shape more effective practices. Most important, however, these stud-
ies, and the others that will no doubt follow in this domain of research,
can enlighten our understanding of language teachers’ mental lives and
how they conceive their classroom teaching.

An overview of the volume

In planning this book, we invited the contributors to provide research-
based accounts of the phenomenon of teacher education, focusing on
the process from the viewpoint of the teacher or student teacher rather
than that of the teacher educator. We asked for chapters which cap-
tured, in as much detail as possible, the thinking processes, learning,
problem solving, and theorizing in which people engage as they learn
to teach, and which we believe are at the heart of the process of teacher
education. In so doing, the contributors have provided multiple per-
spectives on the process of becoming second language teachers using a
variety of data sources and approaches to data gathering and analysis
(see Chapter 16). Teacher development is studied in a variety of con-
texts and locations—both pre-service and in-service and in second lan-
guage as well as foreign language settings—and at different levels, using
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