APPROACHES TO SECOND/FOREIGN LANGUAGE
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Abstract

In education and lifelong learning, there are a number of schools of thought
providing grounds to how learning occurs. In this paper, the author examines
the ways in which different views of learning have influenced and informed
approaches to second/foreign language teacher education. Three useful ref-
erences which inform the author’s discussion and to which the author refers
extensively are Roberts (1998), Wallace (1991) as well as Williams and Bur-
den (1997). All in all, knowledge-centred and person-centred approaches serve
as the fundamentals to the understanding of such stances. The former fo-
cuses on modelling and the external factors as a drive that explains how
language teachers construct their knowledge about language teaching and
learning. Being humanistic and socially individual in nature, the latter is in-
ternally formed and reflected, subject to each teacher development perspec-
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tive and reflection on personal models and experience. Towards the end, the
author’s choice of approach of learning for language teaching is also put

forward.

INTRODUCTION

Inthe field of English or foreign language
teaching, teachers make use of various
teaching methodologies and techniques to
convey a body of knowledge to students.
What actually influences the ways teachers
see the world and shape their pedagogical
practices is worthwhile discussing at length.
Teacher education means to obtain knowl-
edge and skills that can be explicated in the
light of the learning theories that underpin
them as well as in relation to the method
options they offer.

The approaches to second/foreign lan-
guage teacher education can be distinguished
into two major approaches: knowledge-

centred approach and person-centred ap-
proach. Adapted from Roberts (1998:
110), Table 1 outlines the basic approaches
to second/foreign language teacher educa-
tion.

Knowledge-Centred Approach

This term is used to refer to approaches
to teacher education which involve the ap-
plication of public theory to teaching. These
approaches adopt a “transmission view of
learning” (Williams, 2002, p.22) where
theory is perceived as a body of external
source of doctrine informing practice and
being transmitted from the expert to the

Table 1: Approaches to Second/Foreign Language Teacher Education:
Basic Principles

Knowledge-Centred

Person-Centred

Approach Approach
Approaches « Model-based learning « Humanistic
« Applied Science « Constructivist
approach (individual/social)
Theoretical basis Behaviour is "externally” Behaviour is "internally"
determined determined

View of knowledge

Objective, transmitted

Internally constructed

View of person Person as an

"input"-"output" system

Person with self-agency

View of teacher

Operational/Employee

Professional

Perspective Training

Development

Methods

Modelling/ Lectures

Reflection on personal
models and direct experience
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novice (Williams, 2002). Within this con-
text, two approaches are further discussed:
model-based learning and the applied sci-
ence approach.

a. Model-based Learning

This approach originated from be-
haviourist psychology and perceives the
individual as a kind of input-output system:
input via the senses determining output in
the form of observable behaviour. This
behaviour is a response to external stimuli
and is learned by positive and negative re-
inforcement (Williams and Burden, 1997).

Roberts (1998) distinguishes two par-
ticular models based on behaviourist prin-
ciples. The first is the craft/apprenticeship
based model with the apprentice (partici-
pant teacher) learning from the craftsman
(teacher educator). The second is the com-
petency based model of teacher education,
which was dominant in the USA in the
1970s. It relies on pre-specified objectives
known to the learner in advance and pro-
vides measurable standards and meets po-
litical and institutional requirements for ac-
countability. Teacher competencies are bro-
ken down into lists of discrete behavioural
skills from which participants learn visual or
written models of behaviour by the master
teacher.

b. The Applied-Science Approach

According to Wallace, this approach
“derives its authority from the achievements
of empirical science” (Wallace, 1991, p.8).
Knowledge is constructed scientifically, and
it is objective and capable of being discov-
ered empirically with a procedure which

dictates the following steps: state the prob-
lem, formulate the hypothesis, select re-
search methods, collect data, analyse data,
interpret data and reformulate the hypoth-
esis (Foley, 2000). This approach, when
applied to education, attempts to uncover
the rules of classroom behaviour (or in our
case language learning) through systematic
observation and experiment.

In teacher education programmes, the
referred approach implies that “unscientific
and mystical approaches” (Stones and Mor-
ris, cited in Wallace, 1991, p.8) to teacher
education are rejected and teaching prob-
lems are solved by the application of em-
pirical science to the desired objectives. The
aims of such programmes are for teachers
to understand the theoretical bases and prin-
ciples on which a particular set of practice
is based, to select or design syllabi, materi-
als, tasks and activities according to these
principles, and to monitor their own teach-
ing to check that it conforms to those theo-
ries and principles (Freeman and Richards,
1993).

The knowledge-based approach reflects
aview of teachers as the implementers of
teaching roles, styles, strategies and meth-
ods “imposed” on them. Therefore, in ap-
plying the above approach to teacher edu-
cation, the task is essentially of training.
Some of the methods used in training, thus,
reflect a view of learning as “modelling”
(Richards, 1991, p.22). Participant teach-
ers model the behaviour of master teachers
or established techniques of teaching. For
example, microteaching is viewed as a fo-
rum of modelling and reinforcement. A
model is presented and participant teach-
ers’ behaviour is shaped through observa-
tion, imitation, reinforcement and feedback
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with the assumption that it will be transferred
to real classrooms. Observation (either of
teachers in real classrooms or of model les-
sons on video) also allows participant teach-
ersto learn through modelling or imitation.
In addition, demonstration, simulation and
role-play are procedures that facilitate par-
ticipant teachers in mastering new techniques
with the hope that they will transfer them
into their classrooms and eventually incor-
porate them into their repertoire of teaching
strategies. A method mostly related to the
applied science approach is the lecture
where theoretical input is provided by an
expert (Wallace, 1991). Itis, then, the teach-
ers’ job to put theory into practice and if it
fails, it means that the teachers have not fully
understood or not properly applied what
they have heard. Examples of a knowledge
centred approach to English language
teacher education can be found in Ur (1991)
and Vale and Feunteun (1995).

Person-Centred Approach

The outstanding attribute of this ap-
proach is that it embarks with internal rather
than external views of learning. It com-
mences from the assumption that teachers,
rather than methods, make a difference and
that teachers are engaged in a complex pro-
cess of planning, decision making, hypoth-
esis testing, experimentation and reflection
(Richards and Rodgers, 2001). Moreover,
this process is often specific for a person
and situation; it involves teachers develop-
ing their own personal theories of teaching,
exploring the nature of their own decision-
making and classroom practices and devel-
oping strategies for critical reflection and

change. Within this tradition, the author can
distinguish two main approaches: human-
istic and constructivist approaches.

a. Humanistic Approach

An approach to teacher education fo-
cusing on self-agency and personal change
“enabled but not directed by others” (Rob-
erts, 1998, p.18) emerged from humanistic
psychology in the 1950s, an approach led
by such figures as Rogers, Maslow and
Kelly. This movement came as a reaction
against what was seen as the deterministic
and one-dimensional approach of
behaviourism and experimental psychology.
The individual is perceived as unique and
asawhole with an innate potential for self-
development as he or she has self-agency
and can decide on how to develop and
grow. Through introspection, the starting
point is where the person is and not an out-
side viewpoint. This approach provides a
rationale for nondirective interventionina
variety of settings, ranging from counselling
to teaching and teacher education with learn-
ing being internally determined rather than
externally controlled.

In second/foreign language teacher edu-
cation, humanistic theory leads to consid-
erable innovation, with greater emphasis on
co-operative development (Edge, 1992).
The basis for this change is the new respect
for the teacher’s personal autonomy. The
teacher educator’s role is one of supporter
and facilitator, with the adoption of coun-
selling models of intervention. An additional
important factor is the recognition of the
emotional dimension to learning.

Within this framework; relationships be-
tween supervisors and student teachers are
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emphasised in pre-service education
programmes. In in-service programmes,
counselling models are adapted with syllabi
containing not only subject matter know!-
edge, but also skills for self-directed devel-
opment. Moreover, self-assessment and
group-work are determined where feelings,
relationships and learning can be inexora-
bly linked. Examples of second/foreign lan-
guage teacher education practices adopted
on a basis of humanistic principles include
work by Freeman and Richards (1996),
Gebhard (1999) and Woodward (1991).

b. Constructivist Approach

Constructivism puts an emphasis on the
ways in which individuals bring personal
meaning to their world. Early researchers
such as Piaget focused on the individual
construction of knowledge. Bruner on the
other hand, placed a greater emphasis on
the interaction of the learner with curricu-
lum materials, the teacher, and other signifi-
cant factors. Similarly, Vygotsky and
Feuerstein criticised Piaget’s view concern-
ing the individual view of knowledge and
suggested that, living as we do in a social
world, learning occurs through interactions
with other people (Williams and Burden,
1997). The author examines constructivism
in relation to teacher education, from both
the individual and social aspect as follows:

Individual Constructivism

While behaviourism focuses on observ-
able behaviour and how it can be shaped,
cognitive psychology, the theoretical basis
of constructivism, is concerned with the
ways the human mind thinks and learns. The
key idea of constructivism is that people

make their own sense of ideas or theories
presented in a personal way. Williams and
Burden (1997) offer their own understand-
ing of constructivism: “...each individual
constructs his or her own reality and there-
fore learns different things in very different
ways even when provided with what seems
to be very similar learning experiences”
(p-2).

Learning is not viewed as the result of
development: “Learning is development”
(Twomey Fosnot, 1996, p.29). It is not
behavioural change but the cognitive devel-
opment which underlies it. For in-service
teacher education, this implies that teachers
are not viewed as entering a programme with
deficiencies. Although there are obviously
areas that teachers may not be familiar with
and may wish to learn about, more empha-
sis is placed on what teachers know and do
and on providing tools with which they can
more fully explore their own personal theo-
ries and practices. Moreover, a theoretical
basis central to the planning and implemen-
tation of in-service programmes does not
serve as “an external wisdom” (Williams,
2002: 22) to shape and modify teachers,
bringing them closely to an ideal model, but
serves as a starting point. This way, theory
is merely concerned of as a body of exter-
nal wisdom to be learnt by teachers, which
will inform practice. The role of teacher
education is to help teachers explore, de-
fine and clarify their own classroom prac-
tice and their personal theories of teaching
and learning. Finally, programmes do not
start with the idea that participant teachers
must change or abandon current practices.
As Freeman (1989) argues: “Change does
not necessarily mean doing something dif-
ferently; it can be an affirmation of current
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practice; the teacher is, perhaps, unaware
of doing something that is ineffective” (p.38)

Therefore, the focus is more on expand-
ing and enhancing awareness. In second /
foreign language teacher education, the re-
ferred aims are pursued through a number
of methods. First, constructivists re-inter-
pret the classical microteaching to see it
more than a channel of conceptual devel-
opment - amixture of input, skills practice,
experience and discussion, emphasising the
importance of exploration and imitation.
Sharing experiences and activities, which
centres on self-awareness and explore par-
ticipant teachers’ learning experiences and
personal theories, is an important part of
constructivist approaches in second/foreign
language teacher education.

Kolb’s theory of experiential learning
also falls within a constructivist framework.
According to Kolb, there are four stages in
the learning process:

« concrete experience: full involve-
ment in new experiences;

« reflective observation: reflection on
new experience from different perspectives;

« abstract conceptualisation: the inte-
gration of observations into logically sound
theories;

«  active experimentation: making de-
cisions and solving problems based on these
theories (adapted by Roberts, 1998, p.33).

Thiscycle is particularly helpful as it sug-
gests an ongoing process which results in
new schemas through the use of various
tasks and activities.

Another method which reflects
constructivist thought is mentoring with ex-
perienced teachers working with novice
teachers. An effective mentor uses skilful
questioning to explore teachers’ personal
theories, showing participant teachers ways
to filter or interpret training interventions or
input “so that this fits in with their frame-
work of thinking about teaching” (Roberts,
1998, p.27). This process suggests a need
on the part of the participants to uncover
their implicit personal theories as a way of
enabling them to build on prior constructs.
Teachers learn when they are able to reflect
on and test out their personal theories
through direct experience. Thus, experien-
tial learning and reflection on which experi-
ence together with received input are key
features of the “reflective approach”
(Wallace, 1991: 12) to second/foreign lan-
guage teacher education asillustrated in Fig-
ure 1.

Received
knowledge

. <D

Practice

¥

Professicrnal

Reflection " competenc e
Ll

h 4
Previous
experertial
knowledge

\ o

‘Reflective cycle’

Figure 1: Reflective model

Source: Wallace (1991, p.15)
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However, the cognitive structuring pro-
cess isas much individual as context-bound.
This means that “we cannot understand an
individual’s cognitive structure without ob-
serving in interacting in a context, within a
culture...We do not act alone: humans are
social beings” (Twomey Fosnot, 1996,
p.24). Such view is reflected in a sociocul-
tural view of constructivism.

Social Constructivist Approach

Based on the work carried out by
Wagotsky, Bruner and Feurstein, social
interactionism sees the individual as born
into a social world, and thus learning oc-
curs through social interactions with other
people (Dmitri, 1986).

This is in contrast with the views of the
individual constructivist approach expressed
by Piaget and others. A claim is made that
our mental representations are not only in-
ternal but also dependent on the mental rep-
resentations of others and rules and restric-
tions that society imposes on the roles a
person can adopt (McMahon, 1997).

Therefore, learning to teach is not an
internally constructed process with a set of
techniques and some specialist knowledge
but rather a social process, involving the
adoption of asocial role. For teachers, this
means that they selectively acquire the val-
ues and attitudes, interests, skills and knowl-
edge of their professional group. This im-
plies a need for teachers to assess “the re-
lationship between their work and wider so-
cial conditions” (Roberts, 1998, p.44).
Thus, the teachers’ context is not perceived
as a constraint but rather as a challenge
within which appropriate methodologies

need to be evaluated.

Evidently, the application of social
constructivism in the field of second/foreign
language teacher education reveals that social
constructivism focuses on the importance of
knowledge constructed within and with the
help of the group. This is supplemented with
teachers sharing and contrasting ideas, agree-
ing and disagreeing, etc. The group of teach-
ers in question may also be widened by join-
ing forces with other participants in the edu-
cation system, in the form of awider learning
community (Gredler, 1997).

The recognition of dialogue as central to
teacher learning is not new. The experiential
learning cycle and the humanistic perspectives
also recognise the importance of talk in learn-
ing. However, according to Roberts (1998,
p.45), withinasocial constructivist framework,
dialogue is seenas particularly valuable, in that
it is collaborative, task-focused and offers
teachers the chance to clarify their own per-
sonal theories and social relationships. Activi-
ties which help promote social interaction and
construction include awareness raising tasks,
e.g. problem-solving, which involves past ex-
perience, current beliefs and knowledge, di-
rect personal experience in the form of
microteaching and teaching practice with op-
portunities for reflection inand on these activi-
ties through structured observations, journal
writing, etc.

Within this approach, as within the other
person-centred approaches, there is appar-
ently a shift inemphasis from that of training
to that of development.

Conclusion and Recommendation

In this paper, the author has discussed
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two basic approaches to second/foreign lan-
guage teacher education. Teachers, aware
of these principles not, could revisit and re-
flect on how they gain insights into their pro-
fessional practice. Then, they may have to
adopt the approach that best fits their learning
and teaching context in which the combina-
tion of these fundamental approaches may
be possible.

It could be argued that model based
learning, the applied science approach and
humanistic as well as individual constructivist
approaches fail to take into account the
public face of teaching and social impera-
tives. Learning a second/foreign language
does require the importance of culture and
context in understanding what occurs in so-
ciety as well as interaction with others and
it is through this construction of knowledge
that learning and understanding emerge
(McMahon, 1997). This is congruent with
Halliday (1985)’s approach to linguistics, in
which the key concept is the “context of situ-
ation”. The said “context” essentially obtains
"through a systematic relationship between
the social environment on the one hand, and
the functional organization of language on
the other” (Halliday, 1985: 11).

What should then be the more adequate
framework for second/foreign language
teacher education design? “Social
constructivism” is thus proposed. This is be-
cause it is built on an individual
constructivist’s views of learning and also
takes into consideration the context in which
teachers live and work. Also, the notion of
reflection is central in the constructivist ap-
proaches to teacher education. The author
sees that it is truly the reflective model that
informs most current second/foreign lan-
guage teacher education. In addition, within

a framework of social constructivism
(Gredler, 1997), four perspectives that in-
form how second/foreign language teach-
ers could adequately facilitate learning lie.
First, there exist the engrained cognitive
tools, which focus on the learning of cogni-
tive skills and strategies. Second, the idea-
based elements, prioritising education on
important concepts in the various disciplines,
could expand learners’ visions and become
important foundations for learners’ thinking
and on construction of social meaning. Then,
the pragmatic or emergent approach does
assert that the implementation of social
constructivism in class should be emergent
as the need arises (Cobb, 1995). Finally,
transactional or situated cognitive perspec-
tives prevail. This perspective focuses on
the relationship between the people and their
environment. As humans are a part of the
constructed environment, including social
relationships; the environment s in turn one
of the characteristics that constitutes the in-
dividual (Bredo, 1994). As we say, no man
is an island. Therefore, with justification
stated, this certain approach has well served
as the author’s own model of learning for
second/foreign language teaching.
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