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Chapter |
Introduction

Within both general education and second language teaching field
since the 1960s, there has been a movement away from teacher—
dominated modes of learning to more learner-centered approaches. In
fact, under the influence of this movement, of unquestionable
importance for language learning has been the development in recent
years of learner-centered models of education. This can be seen from
the fact that while books and articles concerned with learner are in
abundance, there is still little research on what the teacher brings to
the process of second language education. However, this “learner—
centeredness” movement does not deny the importance of the teacher,
nor imply that there is no role for the teacher in a learner-centered
classroom, on the contrary, it leads to a reexamination of traditional
teacher’s roles, for even the so—called innovative methods still require
teachers to carry out particular roles in the classroom in order to
facilitate the language learning processes and the method is designed
to activate. Similarly, learner autonomy is a welcome goal for
education, but it does not mean the absence of the teacher in the
learning process. For language teachers, “there is a new, more
evolved role which can be, if in some ways more challenging, also

more exciting and fulfilling” ( Arnold, 2000). There are also clear
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signs today that the importance of the teachers” role in the language
learning processes has not diminished. This can be seen in some of the
publications on teacher” professional development ( Richards and
Freeman, 1996; Woods, 1996).

At present, college English teaching and College Entrance
English Examination is ongoing reform and innovation in China. In
order to improve college English teaching quality, the education
administration decided to reform from the aspects of curriculum
setting, teaching models, test and evaluation. There is no doubt that
most English teachers are facing new challenges, especially renewing
teaching conception and mastering modern teaching approaches etc.
Richards (2001) considered that the top-down reform cannot make
sure the implemented curriculum reform produce virtual effect. Tsui
(2003) and Zheng ( 2005) found that English teachers are the
practitioners, decision-makers and reformers. The teacher must
understand how and why change is needed. To what extent the teacher
accepts change will influence how effective classroom teaching reform
will be. In the end of 2005, when taking parting in the 3" annual
seminar of Asia English teacher association in Beijing, Freeman, an
American famous expert in language teaching, pointed out: “Only
when we put out our research focus on teachers, can we say, we will
achieve a change on English teaching reform essentially.” Therefore,
it is important to research English teachers, who are the key figures in
college English teaching ( Wang Xiaoqun, Zheng Xinmin, 2005) .

Within the field of second language ( 1.2) teaching there is always
a gap in the research agenda for L2 teaching due to a lack of attention
to the teachers” beliefs teaching ( Borg, 1998a, 1998b; Burns, 1996;
Farrell, 1999). Given the fact that non-native EFL teachers face
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different challenges than those teachers whose subject matter, English
is their own first language , non-native EFL teachers whose social and
cultural backgrounds in which they teach the target language are
different, their beliefs that language teaching may not be similar to
those of native speaker ESL teachers. It is, therefore, critical that this
research gap should be filled.

It is necessary to uncover teachers” beliefs and practices regarding
teaching to gain insights into why they favor a particular strategy. Such
an understanding will contribute to the attempts to narrow the gap
between theory and practice. For example, Borg and Burns (2008)
conclude that “formal theory does not play a prominent and direct role
in shaping teachers” explicit rationales for their work” (479). The
reasons given for how and why conscious teaching was taught were
based mostly on teachers” perceptions of their own experience as
teachers and learners ( Eisenstein-fbsworth & Schweers, 1997) . This
justifies the need to gain insights into the beliefs that underpin
teachers” actual practices in the classroom. Those insights will help
researchers to be more aware of the contextual situatedness of teaching
and teacher learning. Without those insights, it is hard to devise
appropriate professional development approaches that can contribute to
the improvement of the classroom life.

It seems that although teachers of English hold beliefs about the
value of communicative language teaching ( CLT) but show reluctance
to genuinely practice it, as their main focus is language skills and the
text book. Consequently, the students are not able to use English
communicatively, as they are expected to undertake and learn
grammatical rules and to do grammatical exercises in the text books.

The focus on mastering and rote learning of skills and applying them in

e 3.
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examinations have eventually eroded communicative competence of the
students. Now the question is that how English should be taught, so it
can result in maximum accuracy and confidence regarding FL/SL
development. This calls for an understanding of the teachers” attitudes
and beliefs, as they are the agents of implementation of various
teaching approaches in language learning for improvement, as it is
believed that reform and change cannot be successful without teachers”
beliefs being oriented towards that.

Evidently, teachers are resistant to change and reinterpret the
top-down change through the lens of their own knowledge and beliefs
about the intended change, their students and their teaching.
Comparing beliefs with knowledge, Nespor (1987) claims that while
knowledge is conscious and often changes, beliefs may be
unconsciously held, and are often tacit and resistant to change.
According to Borg (2012) , what teachers do is important, but if we
want to understand what teachers do, if we want to promote change,
we also need to look at their beliefs. In order to change teachers, they
should be helped first by making their beliefs explicit in talk and
action, then challenged in the light of theory (raise to consciousness
the nature of personalized theories which inform their practice, Burns,
1992) and research (to address the research difficulty under the
circumstance where teachers limit their feedback to a single type in a
real classroom, Ellis, 2009) through critical reflection ( Richards &
Farrell, 2005) .

As the classroom teaching largely unaffected by the development
in theory and research, always hard to understand the full meaning of
theory without experience and difficult to resolve the tensions between

teaching in the best ways possible and teaching to cover the
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curriculum content, so at this point the question of relationships
between thought and action becomes crucial. In this regard Borg
(2006) supports what Nespor ( 1987) stated that: teachers” beliefs play
a major role in defining teaching tasks and organizing the knowledge
and information relevant to those tasks. But why should this be so?
Why wouldnt research-based knowledge or academic theory serve this
purpose just as well? The answer suggested here is that the contexts
and environments within which teachers work, and many of the
problems they encounter, are ill-defined and deeply entangled, and
that beliefs are peculiarly suited for making sense of such contexts.

Chaudron ( 1988) pointed that English Language teaching
research was still staying at the behaviorism research paradigm of
“process—product”, that is the research theme mainly is about effective
teaching practice, learning effect of active learning and interaction
between teacher and students until the 1970s. Freeman (2002: 4)
pointed that the reason why English language teaching research is
backward to the mainstream education research is English language
teaching only being considered as the ability of mastering linguistic
and metadinguistic knowledge, applying teaching approach and
mastering teaching theory and principle. The key problem, teacher’s
teaching cognition is ignored.

The process of teaching comprises two major domains: a)
teachers” thought process, b) teachers” actions and their observable
effects ( Clark & Peterson, 1986). English teachers” teaching is
affected by many factors. The most direct factor is teachers” internal
beliefs ( Borg, 2003; Tsui, 2003; Woods, 1996). It is not the
teaching method, but the teacher who makes teaching effect different,

that is to say, it is teachers” belief that really decides teacher’s
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practice, because teacher’s belief affect more on teachers practice
than teacher knowledge (Pajares, 1992).

Currently, English language instruction at the university level in
China produces students who have studied English for a long time, yet
have low proficiency. Regarding the importance of English learning in
China, it is significant to study English teachers” beliefs in order to
guide their language teaching. This will result in improvement of
classroom teaching efficiency and will allow teachers to take full
advantage of available resources. At the same time, studying different
cases on teachers” beliefs, we can provide college English teachers
with teaching forum for communication and reference, and make
known that it is important for college teachers not to ignore the
influence of their beliefs on teaching and the importance of reflection
in their professional development. Then we can provide evidence for
the professional development of college English teachers, teacher
training, course book edition and curriculum reform. Altogether, here
are four main reasons why this kind of undertaking is important:

1) Identifying the beliefs that teachers articulate in relation to
their classroom work can complement observational studies by enabling
research to go beyond description towards the understanding and
explanation of teacher action.

2) Such beliefs have been seen by several researchers in the field
of foreign language education as a source of experientially-based
professional “know how” that may serve as a focus both for initial
teacher education and for reflection in ongoing teacher development.
( Flowerdew et al.1992; Richards and Lockhart, 1994; Freeman and
Richards, 1996)

3) Any innovation in classroom practice, from the adoption of a
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