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Chapter One: Theoretical Position

1. Views on theory and practice

The discrepancy between theory and prac‘tice in the language teach-
ing profession has long been recognized. “It’s fine in theory, but it
doesn’t work in practice”. Such is the objection frequently heard
from practicing teachers. As we endeavor to make our theoretical
position be known, it is appropriate for us to focus on what we can
say with some certainty, about the link between thebry and practice
in relation to the teaching of English as a foreign language.

There is no doubt that theory is important. A good theory shows
great foresight and enables us to view language teacHing in a much
better perspective. However the language teaching research has not
always been the best example of the integration of theory and prac-
tice. In the history of language teaching, there has been a tendency
of equating the theory of teaching with theories derived from sup-
porting disciplines such as’linguistics, psychology and education.

The problems caused by such a narrow view on theory can be diffi-
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cult to be remedied.

As noted by Brown (1994), when disciplinary schools of thought
have come and gone, so have language teaching methods waxed and
waned in popularity. Rather than theorizing about practice, or veri-
fying theoretical positions by empirical research, language teachers
are usually encouraged to follow the latest theories of teaching. Of-
ten the result is that theories accepted with readinessvby teachers
have no expression in practice, or are even contradicted in classroom
practice.

Is theory an unattainable goal in the light of our teaching profes-
sion? How to unify theory and practice? This has been our concern
and we write this book in an attempt to resolve the dichotomies be-
tween theory and practice. Our view is that hypotheses about teach-
ing should be tested through classroom practice, while classroom
practice has to be examined against its wider theoretical position. (
Wei Liming 1998) Thus we have named our book: Principles and
practice in TEFL : developing theory through practice. The inte-
gration of theory and practice will be dealt with in the section

‘teacher development’ below.

2. Teacher development

Concepts of teacher development

Teacher development is used in the literature to describe a process of
continual, intellectual, experiential and attitudinal growth of teach-
ers (Lange 1990: 250). In using the term, according to Lange,

“the intent is to suggest that teachers continue to evolve in the use,
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adaptation, and application of their art and craft”. While it is possi-
ble that such development can be generated in teacher training pro-
grams, some writers (e.g. Freeman 1982, 1989; Lange 1990;
Wallace 1991) have made a distinction between teacher development

and teacher training.

Development versus training

Freeman (1989 ) sees teacher development and teacher training as

two different strategies by which teachers are educated. Previously

he made a distinction between training and development summarized
as follows:

— Training assumes that teaching is a finite skill, one that can be ac-
quired and mastered. It addresses certain immediate needs, for
example, helping a person with little or no previous teaching ex-
perience enter a class with some degree of confidence in what he/
she is doing.

— Development assumes that teaching is a constantly evolving pro-
cess of growth and change. It is an expansion of skills and under-
standing, one in which the teacher is responsible for the process in
much the same way students are for learning a language. It speaks
to broader, long-term concerns: how a teacher can be encouraged
to grow, to explore new avenues and ideas, and, thereby, to
avoid professional atrophy or the feeling that one has done it all
before.

The distinction between training and development is revealing.

We can see that at the heart of teacher development is the idea of

self-development (Edge 1992). As Wallace (1991: 3) puts it,

“training is something that can be presented or managed by others;
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whereas development is something that can be done only by and for
oneself”. '

The need to develop by and for oneself has been voiced by Under-
hill (in Edge and Richards 1993: 5) “How can I develop to become
the best teacher that I personally can be?” Such is the question many
practicing teachers would ask.

Inquiry, reflection and change have become widely recognized as
crucial elements in teacher development. The question addressed by
Roberts (in Edge and Richards 1993: 5) best reveals these core ele-
ments, “I hope to rethink, and to change my practice. Isn’t that
teacher development?” Thus it is easy to see why terms such as ‘re-
flective teaching’, ‘inquiry-oriented teacher education’, *teacher
as researcher’, and ‘reflective practitioner’ have become quite pro-
lific in discussing classroom practice and professional development
(Calderhead and Gates 1993; 1). These terms lead us to the orien-
tations of teacher development.

While teacher development is generally seen as a systematic self-
conscious inquiry with the purpose of understanding and improving
teaching practice, it is conceptualized through varied orientations.
In considering the variations, two powerful trends emerge: class-

room research and reflective practice.

Classroom research

The classroom research movement was oriented by Stenhouse,
whose ideas and work have remained influential over the last twenty
years. Crucial to an understanding of this research orientation is the

notion of emancipation on the part of teachers. A quotation from
Stenhouse (in Hopkins 1993: 34) will bring us to the point: “Good
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teachers are necessarily autonomous in professional judgement. They
do not need to be told what to do. They are not professionally the
dependents of researchers or superintendents, of innovators or super-
visors” .

Inspired by the ideas and work of Stenhouse, practicing teachers
start to assume a research role. Of research conducted by teachers,
action research has a strong influence on teacher professional devel-
opment. In an action research, teacher researchers do not necessarily
start with the setting of precise hypotheses, which, as Rees (1993
54) notes, can daunt practicing teachers for a variety of understand-
able reasons. There are many ways a teacher can approach an action
research. He/she may begin by identifying something that is puz-
zling or problematic, then collect data and form a hypothesis based
on review of the data, and finally develop some form of intervention
to bring about the improvement or change. Or he/she may start
from an open position and develop hypotheses about his/her teaching
by using classroom procedures, subsequently provide a basis for ac-
tion.

The combination of the action and the research components has a
powerful appeal to teachers. However there are professional people
who have misgivings about the quality and validity of such research
done by the grassroots teachers. Nunan (1993) argues that action
research is a systematic process of inquiry and it incorporates the
three elements which are essential to research: 1) a question, prob-
lem, or hypothesis; 2) data; 3) analysis and interpretation of data;
therefore it can be justified not only on professional development
grounds, but also on research grounds.

The essence of classroom research is to bridge the gap between
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theory and practice by merging the role of the researcher and the

practitioner. Of the advantages of teacher-initiated research listed by

Beasley and Riordan (in Nunan 1990: 17 —18), two of them have

been widely recognized as directly associated with teachers’ profes-

sional growth:

— It sharpens teachers’ critical awareness through observation,
recording and analysis of classroom events and thus acts as a con-
sciousness-raising exercise.

— It helps teachers better articulate teaching and learning processes
to their colleagues and interested community members.

However being a teacher and being a researcher at the same time
is not an easy task. As Brumfit and Mitchell (1990: 10) point out
that it would be unwise to pretend the processes of researching and
teaching can be combined without effort. The most common prob-
lems and difficulties, according to Nunan (1993), can be : lack of
time, lack of expertise, and lack of on-going support.

In presenting the general issues of the language classroom as a fo-
cus for research, Brumfit and Mitchell suggest that research into ed-
ucational matters should depend on combinations of research from
external perspectives, collaborative research by researchers and out-

siders, and research from within teaching itself.

Reflective practice

Reflective practice is another currently influential orientation in
teacher development. It is viewed as a means by which practitioners
can develop a greater level of self-awareness about the nature and im-
pact of their performance, an awareness that creates opportunities

for professional growth and development. Like the classroom re-



