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The purpose of this book is theoretical as well as
practical; to help teachers enrich their theoretical knowl-
edge as well as broaden their repertoire of teaching tech-
niques. If the practice of teaching were completely divor-
ced from theory, it would merely be random activities.
Therefore, an attempt has been made to provide a coher-
ent rationale for the techniques, in the hope that this will
help teachers to relate these to the goal of communicative
competence development and integrate them into their
own teaching methodology. The relationship between
theory and practice, in fact, should not be reflected by
“versus”. Sound theoretical knowledge is essential to
foreign language teachers and to develop this knowledge
must be taken into consideration at the very beginning of
the initial teacher training period. The focus of much
continuing professional development is often prescribed
by a framework largely of functional nature, which
places theoretical knowledge on the margins of teachers’
professional knowledge. Reflective practice is seen as the
guiding principle in teacher professional development.
This, however, masks a fundamental shift in the role and
significance of theory in foreign language teaching and in

LS ' A



Foreign Language Teaching and Teacher Professional Development: Theory and practice

the professional development of foreign language teachers ( Lawes
2003). The authors of this book argue that theoretical knowledge is
the more basic element to guarantee teacher professional develop-
ment, rather than reflective teaching.

The question “ What theory do we need in foreign language
teaching?” is far from straightforward and it is essential for beginner
teachers, experienced teachers and teacher educators alike to be
aware of the distinctive intellectual positions that underpin approaches
to théory in foreign language teaching and the implications of
teachers’ favoring one theoretical perspective over another or their
adopting an eclectic approach in their teaching practice. Without sub-
stantial knowledge of theory concerning language teaching as well as
learning, teachers will develop a narrow, functional perception of
professional knowledge. This book does not propose a “blueprint” of
essential theoretical knowledge for foreign language teachers. It is
nevertheless important to establish a view of teaéhing as an academic
pursuit as well as a practice. The guiding principle, then, is inde-
pendent critical thought. A “pluralistic” approach and a selection of
theoretical positions and second language studies have been recom-
mended by Brumfit (1997) and Mitchell & Myles (1998). They be-
lieve that there is no one best method which can be applied at all
times and in all situations with each type of learning style. For them,
theory is needed to understand language teaching and learning better,
for it is an interesting field in its own right. The so-called theoretical
insights provide knowledge that will be useful and implicational with
better explanations of the learning process and teaching rationale.
Teachers and learners can therefore benefit. They further propose
that a language teacher should pursue a better understanding of lan-
guage learning in an organized and productive way if his or her effort
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Introduction

is guided by theory.

To emphasize the importance for teachers to have greater theo-
retical knowledge does not necessarily mean a separation of theory
and practice. Instead, a balanced approach to combine the two as-
pects is provided. However, theory should be at the heart of practice
because theory is essential for the elevation of teachers’ expectations
of what it means to be a teacher. Teachers with a strong sense of
professional identity based on a critical intellectual engagement with
language teaching and learning and education in general will not only
wish to improve their practical teaching techniques collaboratively
with their colleagues, but also want to continue to dévelop their theo-
retical knowledge to enhance their capabilities as classroom practi-
tioners.

. In fact, many researchers (such as Walker 1985; Nunan 1990)
argue that one way to bridge the gap between theory and practice
concerning language teaching and learning is to encourage teachers to
adopt a research orientation to their own classroom. Researchers be-
lieve “being a teacher and being a researcher” to be an efficient way
of ensuring the success of teacher education program. Just as Walker
has mentioned ;

“Teachers as researchers will be the people who have first hand experience
of the problem and its context, and the onus will be on them to communicate

issues, difficulties and concerns ... ”

Walker (1985:6)

Some teachers claim that teaching is essentially a practical activ-
ity, and has very little to do with the theoretical deliberations of edu-
cational philosophers, psychologists and curriculum designers.
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Stern, in fact, suggests that this is a characteristic of language teach-

ers in general ;

Language teachers can be said to regard themselves as practical people and
not as theorists. Some might even say they are opposed to “theory”, ex-
pressing their opposition in such remarks as “It’s all very well in theory,

but it won’t work in practice. ”
Stern (2003:23)

However, as Stern goes on to observe that, implicit in all the
teaching decisions made by the teacher relating to classroom practice,
material, methodology and content is a theory about the nature of
language and the nature of language learning. Not all the teachers
will be able to articulate their theories, but they will have them just
the same, and they lie behind the teaching decisions in classrooms.

The starting point is, therefore, a general introduction and a
theoretical explanation of a series of focus terms and key issues as the
foundation for further discussion in the following chapters. In addi-
tion, conditions of foreign language learning in China are briefly
mentioned for the purpose of introducing the factors that hinder for-
eign language teaching and learning at present. Some suggestions to
bridge theory and practice are also made. An exploration of learning
process is attempted and the implications of the researches on inter-
language system, error correction, fossilization, etc. will be presen-
ted in Chapter 2. Chapter 3 demonstrates the significant part played
by individual learner differences. Then, the focus of Chapter 4 is the
discussion on learning tasks. Learner-centred course design is ad-
dressed in Chapter 5, in which authenticity, needs analysis, the as-
sistance of multimedia technology, learning autonomy, the self-
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Introduction

evaluation activities, etc. are respectively discussed, though they are
in fact inseparably coherent parts of course design to encourage self-
access learning. Chapter 6 mainly examines teaching methodology,
which is considered to be an appropriate way to encounter theories-in
practice. Chapter 7 aims at providing teachers with a rich repertoire
of techniques and guiding principles to help learners develop their
communicative competence, since the National Syllabus in China
emphasizes that the ultimate aim of foreign language learning is to
equip learners with communicative competence with the target lan-
guage. What has been mentioned above, i.e. the understanding of
learning process, individual learner differences, the nature of learn-
ing tasks, learner-centred course design, selection of teaching meth-
odology and techniques for communicative competence, however,
will more or less be reflected through the scientific analysis of teacher
beliefs about language teaching. Therefore, the focus of Chapter 8 is
on teacher cognition, teacher as researcher, and teacher talk. Includ-
ed in the final chapter are the five case studies concerning foreign
language teaching and teacher professional development.

It has been assumed that the reader is already familiar with basic
techniques for teaching structure of a foreign language, such as pres-
enting new language skills in different situations, conducting ques-
tion-and-answer practice, or using drills. Our purpose is to suggest
theoretical rationale through which teachers can be equipped with rich
theory as a foundation for continuing professional development and
teaching activities through which teachers can help learners to g0 be-
yond the mastery of the linguistic structures to the point where they
can use them to communicate fluently and accurately in real life situ-
ations. Although the manipulation of linguistic system is not the main
subject of this book, this should not be taken as an attempt to deval-
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ue linguistic competence. On the contrary, its importance is herein
taken for granted: it is one of the undeniable facts about language
use.

Finally, the words, “learner” and “teacher” are conveniently
neutral as regards sex, but the English pronoun system has forced a
choice between “he” and “she”. The fact that “he” is used from
this point on is of only superficial significance; learners and teachers
are female as well as male.
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