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In This Issue 
 

Melissa Mendelson & Jodi Weber 

ORTESOL Journal Editors 

Once again we are happy to return with an-

other edition of the ORTESOL Journal. This 

issue presents a variety of voices and a range 

of ideas for all teachers with a special empha-

sis on professional development for teachers.  

 

Melinda Sayavedra of Oregon State Universi-

ty and Western Oregon University begins this 

issue with an in-depth look at the significance 

and best practices in teacher evaluations. She 

offers insight into the evaluation process for 

both teachers and evaluators and details the 

necessity of transparency throughout the 

evaluative process.  

 

Our second feature article comes from Ken-

neth Kelch and Miralynn Malupa-Kim, Al-

liant International University, and dovetails 

nicely with the previous piece. Kelch and 

Malupa-Kim examine the versatility of using 

case studies to support professional develop-

ment and enhance teacher education. In the 

article, they explain how borrowing the case 

study from its traditional homes such as busi-

ness and law, we can broaden the conversa-

tions around teaching to include the problems 

and solutions that new and old teachers have 

before they encounter such problems in the 

classroom.  

 

We then move to a topic that continues to 

lose out in the battle for class time —

pragmatic instruction. Anna Krulatz of Nor-

way’s Sør-Trøndelag University College ex-

plains how to incorporate pragmatics into 

Content Based Instruction. Using her own pre

-service EFL teachers Krulatz offers easy, but 

effective suggestions for opening the door to 

pragmatics through traditional skills instruc-

tion. 

In Belinda Young-Davy’s, University of Ore-

gon, feature, we hear about some approaches 

to contextualizing while explicitly enhancing 

vocabulary learning. Young-Davy explains 

that the research is quite clear in regards to 

the need of focused vocabulary instruction, 

but explains how many teachers still feel at a 

loss in terms of how to approach the topic. 

She shares several techniques that focus on 

vocabulary use as well as meaning, form, and 

collocations.   

 

Our final feature from Danielle Reynolds-

Young and Sally Hood examines how one 

elementary school classroom balances the 

content focus of the course with the language 

needs of the students. 

 

In our Teaching Notes section we find that 

this edition’s tips further build on the feature 

articles presented. University of Oregon’s 

Laura Holland’s article walks us through an 

evaluative process that is supportive and ben-

eficial to both evaluator and evaluatee. Isaac 

Gaines shares his strategies for using in-class 

tutors and language practice to support lan-

guage use outside of the classroom.  

Finally, we end with another model for vo-

cabulary instruction. Suda Shaman of Wash-

ington State University introduces ESL/EFL 

teachers to the Picture Word Inductive Mod-

el, which has been used in Language Arts 

classrooms for years.  

 

Please email the Editors for more information 

regarding the articles available in this vol-

ume. We also encourage you to consider writ-

ing and submitting to the ORTESOL Journal. 

Please see the guidelines on this issue’s back 

page or visit the ORTESOL website.  
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 Accredited universities normally in-

clude a standard that addresses faculty evalu-

ation. It may contain references to perfor-

mance criteria and procedures and usually 

emphasizes the need for faculty evaluations 

to be systematic, regular, fair, objective and 

relevant to achieving the goals of the institu-

tion. Accredited language programs usually 

have a similar standard that addresses in-

structor evaluation. However, quite often per-

formance criteria are never spelled out and 

teacher effectiveness is measured only by 

student appraisals of the course and the in-

structor. Public K-12 programs normally 

have agreed upon standards, but schools all 

too often measure teacher effectiveness sole-

ly by student test scores. The research is very 

clear that neither of these constitutes a fair 

and relevant evaluation. Teaching large 

groups of individuals with varied skills and 

backgrounds in diverse settings is not easy 

and neither is measuring its effectiveness.  

 

 An effective evaluation system needs 

to entail more than student test scores and 

appraisals. It needs to include professional 

standards with performance criteria and indi-

cators spelled out and endorsed by the lan-

guage teachers, tools and procedures for self-

assessment, peer mentoring, mentor coaching 

and supervisor evaluation as well as proce-

dures and suggestions for other types of re-

ports and evidence of teacher performance. 

The aim is to create an evaluation system that 

promotes teacher growth and gathers evi-

dence for making high-stakes decisions. 

 

Purposes of Evaluation 
  There are two types of teacher evalu-

ations: summative and formative. Summa-

tive evaluation measures and rates teachers. 

It is used for determining promotion, tenure, 

merit raises, awards, and dismissal. Forma-

tive evaluation focuses on teacher develop-

ment and improvement (Marzano, 2012). In 

formative evaluation, teachers are 

“participants in, not recipients of, their own 

evaluations” (NYSED, 2012. p. 3). The goal 

in formative evaluation is improving instruc-

tional practices and continuing growth as a 

professional. It is collaborative in nature and 

promotes critical self-reflection and goal-

setting. Formative evaluation systems are 

modeled after clinical supervision, which 

Mosher & Purpel (1972, p.78) define as “the 

improvement of instruction.” Clinical super-

vision is multi-directional, supportive and 

constructive, and emphasizes making posi-

tive changes in teacher effectiveness.  

 

 Research suggests that the two types 

of evaluation be kept separate (Marzano, 

2012; Rindler, 1994; Felder & Brent, 2004) 

and that teachers be made fully aware of 

which type of evaluation is taking place, 

who will see the reports and where they will 

be stored. Programs need to determine which 

procedures and tools are for summative eval-

uation and which are for formative evalua-

tion. Where formative evaluations and pro-

cesses are used and do not overlap with sum-

mative evaluations, teacher growth is more 

likely to occur (NYSUT, 2011; Rindler, 

1994).  

 

 Implementation of an evaluation sys-

tem must include trust and respect between 

teachers and evaluators. If formative       

Teacher Evaluation 
 
Melinda Sayavedra  
Oregon State University and Western Oregon University 
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evaluations are used for making accountabil-

ity decisions rather than for improving teach-

ing over time, trust and respect will be un-

dermined. Instead of building a culture of 

growth, a culture of fear will be established. 

No one will want to reflect on and share 

their weaknesses and areas for improvement 

if the evaluation is being used to determine 

pay raises, or worse, dismissal (Rindler, 

1994). 

 

 In general, beginning-service teach-

ers are best evaluated through formative as-

sessment and given time to reflect and make 

changes as needed. When it is time to do 

summative evaluation, teachers need to be 

informed ahead of time and the expectations, 

process, and tools to be used in evaluating 

made clear. The goal 

is to maintain a clear 

delineation between 

formative and sum-

mative assessment (Rindler, 1994).  

 

Professional Standards and  
Performance Criteria 
 
 Research supports the need for estab-

lishing clear teaching and professional de-

velopment standards that teachers under-

stand and endorse prior to implementation 

(Rindler, 1994; Heneman et al, 2006; Dar-

ling-Hammond, 2012). Having standards 

does not mean instituting standardization. 

Effective, sustainable standards invite diver-

sity (Hargreaves & Fink, 2004). We want 

teachers who are creative and innovative in 

designing lessons and materials and in solv-

ing problems and meeting challenges. We 

want teachers who meet the students where 

they are and move them forward in their 

English proficiency and language skills. But 

we also recognize the broad and deep body 

of research that describes what makes a 

teacher effective and how language is best 

taught and learned.  

 Multiple measures should be used to 

get a full picture of a teacher’s performance 

(Theall, 2002; Felder & Brent, 2004; CTL, 

Uof NC, 1994, Rindler, 1994), understand-

ing of language teaching and learning, and 

overall professionalism, but without over-

burdening teachers or evaluators. Different 

types of evidence are needed for establishing 

whether different standards are being met. 

These are the biggest challenges in creating 

an effective teacher evaluation system. If the 

aim is teacher growth and improvement, 

then making expectations clear, and setting 

achievable goals and a reasonable timeframe 

is essential. 

 

Evaluation Procedures 
 

Before any evaluation 

procedures take place, 

as noted above, teach-

ers must be informed 

of and endorse the standards that describe 

effective language teachers and teaching, 

and be familiar with the instruments used for 

the evaluations. Felder and Brent, (2004) and 

Rindler (1994) and also suggest that if teach-

er development is the objective, then provid-

ing opportunities for self-evaluation and peer 

feedback as well as collecting student ap-

praisals and supervisor evaluations is im-

portant. No matter who is doing the evalua-

tion, formative evaluation should always be 

kept confidential.  

 

Self-Assessment 
 
 An important aspect of formative as-

sessment to promote teacher development is 

the opportunity for teachers to reflect on 

their own teaching, to self-assess and discuss 

their findings with peers, mentors, supervi-

sors or teaching consultants without fear of 

these being misused in high-stakes decision-

making. Self-assessment should be systemat-

ic, not haphazard. “It requires discipline and 

The aim is to create an evaluation      

system that promotes teacher growth. 



Volume 31, 2014                                                                                                                        3 

 

perseverance, but the results are worth 

it” (Brown, 2007, p. 492). 

 
 A logical first step in self-assessment 

is to have teachers rate themselves on the 

standards. Teachers should be encouraged to 

identify one or two specific elements they 

would like to improve (Brown, 2007). They 

should then monitor those elements, set spe-

cific goals to change behavior, identify steps 

to meet their goals, and collect evidence to 

assess progress. Taking time to reflect and 

record, or discuss, the self-assessment is im-

portant for synthesizing what was learned 

and for making real changes. More experi-

enced teachers may need to focus on ad-

dressing the questions, “What am I doing 

that I've probably done the 

same way for too 

long?” (Weimer, 2013, p. 

1), ‘How can I update and 

challenge myself?’, ‘What have I avoided 

learning more deeply?’ 
 

 After that, teachers may identify one or 

two specific performance criteria they feel 

they might improve. Examples include: in-

crease knowledge of theory and best practic-

es in teaching speaking; implement the use 

of technology appropriately and effectively 

in instructional activities; increase the 

amount of student-talk vs. teacher-talk; de-

velop and implement routines to manage ac-

tivities and transitions; maintain clear stand-

ards for student behavior; and build commu-

nity in the classroom - whatever a teacher 

identifies as an aspect of his or her teaching 

that could be improved or updated. 

 
 Goals can also grow out of infor-

mation gained through self-recorded videos 

of lesson delivery, peer mentoring, or a men-

tor coach’s or supervisor’s observations. 

Teacher development is multi-faceted and 

multi-directional. Information sought and 

gained can come from multiple sources. 

Peer Mentoring 
 
 Felder and Brent (2004, p. 201) cau-

tion that peer evaluation needs to be careful-

ly constructed, that “a single observed class 

may not be representative of someone’s nor-

mal teaching,” and that teachers may have 

very different ideas of what good teaching 

looks like. Although the latter can be dealt 

with by having clear standards that everyone 

understands and endorses, teachers still need 

to feel that the purpose of peer mentoring is 

not to judge, but to support professional 

growth. 

 

Feedback from teachers who have participat-

ed in peer mentoring is often quite positive. 

Teachers frequently come 

away from the experience 

with greater insight about 

teaching and appreciation 

for the diverse ways in which material can 

be covered (Huston & Weaver, 2008). The 

observing teacher often learns as much as, if 

not more than, the teacher being observed, 

garnering new ideas, staying fresh and 

sharpening skills (Brown, 2007). 

 

 Peer mentoring is not about evaluat-

ing, judging or rating. Having teachers rate 

one another can undermine trust and collegi-

ality. Peer mentoring is about helping one 

another. This can be done by focusing on 

one or two aspects of a teacher’s instruction-

al plans, lesson delivery, or classroom envi-

ronment, discussing what it looks like, and 

how it might look different. 

 
 Self-reflections can be used to help 

focus peer mentoring. Teachers identify 

some aspect they’d like a peer to pay atten-

tion to during the observation. For example, 

the teacher might ask the peer mentor to note 

how she or he gives directions for an activity 

to students and to write down exactly what 

the teacher says and does when giving      

Self-assessment should be         

systematic, not haphazard.   
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directions. The peer mentor might be asked 

to make a map of teacher movement during 

class – where was the teacher during various 

parts of the lesson? Or the peer mentor might 

be asked to look at a lesson plan and give 

suggestions for scaffolding it through a grad-

ual release model, and then observe how it 

played out in the classroom.  

 
 Beddes et al. (2012) created and pre-

sented a model for peer mentoring based on 

the work of Huston and Weaver (2008) as 

well as information from the National 

School Reform Faculty at 

www.nsrfharmony.org. They use the follow-

ing approach for peer mentoring. First, 

teachers identify a partner for reciprocal peer 

coaching. They agree to give one another 

three hours of their time during the term: 30 

minutes for a pre-observation conversation, a 

one-hour focused observation (reciprocated), 

and a 30-minute post-observation discussion.  
 

 During the 30-

minute pre-observation 

discussion both teachers 

identify the focus area for 

their observation; they agree on a note-

taking strategy (a map, a T-chart of teacher-

talk and student-talk, etc.); and they set up 

ground rules such as where the observer will 

sit. Each teacher observes the other for an 

hour or more focusing just on the identified 

aspect and takes the agreed upon type of 

notes. The observer may also reflect and jot 

down ideas or suggestions if the other teach-

er wishes to receive additional feedback.  

 

 Teachers meet again in a 30-minute 

post-observation discussion to show the 

notes, discuss what was noted, and share 

suggestions. Having the discussion focus on 

both teachers’ focus questions helps avoid 

judgments and builds an environment of 

sharing discoveries and ideas.  

 

 A common concern about peer men-

toring is the amount of time it takes. Howev-

er, three hours out of a term does not seem 

taxing. Vidmar (2006) suggests that since 

teachers pick the peer they want to work with, 

they can choose someone whose time sched-

ule meshes well with their own, and that pre- 

and post-conferencing can be likened to tak-

ing a coffee break together. Teachers could 

plan their lessons together as suggested by 

Zwart, Wubbels, Bergen, & Bolhuis (2009), 

and use this time to set a focus for an observa-

tion. 
 

Mentor Coaching 
 
 Mentor coaching is formative feed-

back done by a supervisor, teaching consult-

ant or a more experienced teacher colleague 

assigned to the role. Mentor coaching can be 

done much the same way as peer mentoring, 

though reciprocation may or may not be part 

of mentor coaching. Mentor 

coaching can entail choosing, 

with the teacher, one or two 

elements to focus on during 

the lesson. The observation 

might also be more general in nature – a pre-

conference to establish what the lesson will 

cover, an observation, and feedback on what 

was done well and what might be done differ-

ently. This can also be a good opportunity to 

discuss professional goals with teachers, 

whether those are in lesson design, lesson de-

livery, professional development, or focused 

on some other standard.  Teachers can share 

with the mentor the areas they would like to 

improve or develop, their implementation 

plans and how they will assess whether 

they’ve met their goals.  

 

 A mentor coach can also use a more 

formal, comprehensive evaluation tool to ob-

serve and discuss teachers’ strengths and  

areas for improvement, but it must be very 

clear that it will not become part of a teach-

Feedback to teachers needs  

to be comprehensive, useful 

and specific. 
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er’s summative evaluation. It is strictly for 

growth purposes. Mentor coaching, when 

done by the supervisor who will also be do-

ing the summative observation and evalua-

tion on the teacher, can help build trust, good 

communication, and credibility that is im-

portant in effective supervisor evaluation. 

 
 What happens during feedback is key 

to teacher growth. According to Rindler 

(1994), more important than the number of 

observations done by the mentor coach or 

supervisor is the time spent on the evaluation 

process. Teachers value and trust programs 

that allow for more time on evaluation and 

use that time well. Filling out lengthy forms 

or pulling together large portfolios only to 

have a supervisor briefly scan the material or 

make little or no effort to carefully examine 

and understand the contents is felt by teach-

ers to be a waste of time (Rindler, 1994). 

Feelings of resent-

ment, rather than 

openness to growth 

can result.  

 

 Feedback to 

teachers needs to be comprehensive, useful 

and specific. Significant to teacher growth, 

according to Rindler’s study (1994) was the 

usefulness of suggestions provided, its basis 

in current research, and the specificity of the 

feedback. Also important to the impact on 

teacher growth was the credibility of the 

evaluator, the evaluator’s ability to model 

suggestions and the level of trust. As men-

tioned earlier, having the evaluation focus on 

clear standards that are endorsed by the 

teacher had a significant impact on teacher 

improvement as well.   

 

 Evaluators need to be well-trained 

and have good interpersonal skills (Darling-

Hammond, 2012; Rindler, 1994). Mentor 

coaches and supervisors need to be well-

versed in current second language acquisi-

tion theory and practice to establish credibil-

ity. They need to be good listeners to estab-

lish trust. Mentor coaches and supervisors 

need to let teachers know specifically what 

was done well and offer specific ideas on 

what might be done differently based on the 

standards. Feedback should be given in writ-

ing as well as discussed during conferencing. 

Coaches and supervisors also need to be able 

to point teachers to specific resources for 

making changes or improvements and help 

ensure that these are available to the teachers 

(Darling-Hammond, 2012). 

 

Student Appraisals 
 
 Student appraisals, while important, 

cannot give a full picture of the effectiveness 

of a teacher. Many student appraisal forms 

don’t provide enough meaningful feedback 

for teachers to make effective changes in 

their teaching. Rindler (1994) reports that 

teachers found that a 

summary of students’ 

comments was more 

useful than bubbled-in 

responses. Research 

also suggests that sharing the results of the 

student appraisals with a trusted colleague or 

teaching consultant may increase “the degree 

of improvement” (Center for Teaching and 

Learning, University of North Carolina, 

1994, p. 3) in teacher effectiveness. Howev-

er, relying solely on student appraisals for 

making high-stakes decisions is unsound. 

“Student ratings are often misinterpreted, 

misused, and not accompanied by  other in-

formation…”   (Theall, 2002, p. 1).  

 
 That is not to say that student ap-

praisals shouldn’t be taken into account in 

evaluating a teacher. Students are in a unique 

position to report on teacher behaviors in the 

classroom and the frequency of the           

behaviors. They can report on the amount 

and difficulty of the work required for the 

Student appraisals, while important, 

cannot give a full picture of the         

effectiveness of a teacher.   
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course, the usefulness of the materials used 

in the course, the effectiveness of the teach-

er’s communication, the teacher’s availabil-

ity and helpfulness outside of class, what 

they learned and whether they were satisfied 

with the course (Theall, 2002). Written ap-

propriately, student appraisals do not merely 

indicate teacher popularity, but point to what 

makes a teacher popular. Effective appraisals 

address teacher behaviors.  

 
 For student appraisals to be consid-

ered useful, most researchers suggest that: 

 

• there should be no more than 25 items on 

the appraisal form. More than that and 

students could begin to experience fa-

tigue (CTL, UNC, 1994, p. 2). 

• student appraisals should be anonymous.  

• the instructor should not be in the room 

when the appraisals are being done.  
• the instructor should not see end-of-

semester appraisals until the term is over 

and grades have been given.  

• the facilitator should read the instruc-

tions and the rating scale to students and 

answer any questions students may have 

about the appraisal and what the scale 

means. 

• the facilitator should point out open-

ended comments sections and encourage 

students to answer these. 
• the facilitator should make clear that the 

appraisals will be used to help the teach-

er improve the course. 

• students should be given sufficient time 

to complete the form; 20 to 30 minutes is 

usually ample time. 

 
 Research suggests that a minimum of 

10 students is best for the data to be truly 

useful and that if less than 75% of the stu-

dents complete the appraisal, one must be 

very careful in interpreting the data (CTL, 

UNC, 1994). Teachers should also be given 

the opportunity to respond in writing to    

student appraisals. 

 
 Most importantly, data from student 

appraisals should be collected and summa-

rized over time to get a broad view of stu-

dents’ reactions to instructor performance 

and to help promote teacher growth (Felder 

& Brent, 2004; CTL, UNC, 1994).  

 

 Teachers might also consider giving 

students mid-semester appraisals to help in-

form their teaching. This could be done for-

mally by having students answer open-ended 

questions on a form or by simply asking stu-

dents from time to time to write a one-

minute response to questions such as “What 

did you learn today?” or “What are you con-

fused or unclear about?” These types of 

formative assessment can aid the teacher in 

improving instruction immediately rather 

than waiting for the end of the semester to 

make changes. 

 

 Finally, student ratings should be ac-

companied by other information (other types 

of evaluation and evidence) for summative 

evaluation of instructors and for faculty re-

view. They should not be the sole form of 

evaluation. They cannot and do not provide a 

full picture of instructor effectiveness, but 

they should be part of the picture. 

 

Supervisor Evaluation 
 
 Evaluation by a supervisor is usually 

considered part of summative evaluation, 

and indeed it is, but it doesn’t have to be 

limited to that role. Supervisors can act as 

mentors and participate in mentor coaching, 

as described above. Supervisors can confer-

ence with teachers about goals and meeting 

the standards. They can observe teachers 

presenting warm-up activities or other in-

structional activities rather than always ob-

serving a complete lesson. Any observation 

should, however, be accompanied by a pre- 
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and post-conference to establish the objec-

tives and share what was learned. 

 
 Some teachers prefer to have super-

visors visit their classes several times over 

the course of the year, not only to help their 

development as teachers, but so that the su-

pervisor will get a fuller picture of the teach-

er in action over several occasions. This, in 

turn, allows the supervisor to “take an aver-

age.”  

 

 It can’t be emphasized enough that 

teachers need to know 

whether an evaluation pro-

cedure or tool is being 

used for summative or for 

formative evaluation. In 

both cases, teachers need to be familiar with 

the instruments being used. Formative eval-

uation feedback should be kept by the teach-

er for improvement and growth. Summative 

evaluation becomes part of a teacher’s pro-

fessional record. Teachers should be told 

where it will be kept, who has access to it, 

and how it will be used. They should get a 

written copy and have the opportunity for 

written comments or rebuttals.  

 

Service and Professional  
Development 
 
 Two important areas of teacher 

growth that are often included in an evalua-

tion system are service to the institution or 

the profession and professional development 

activities. These affect both the teaching en-

vironment and teacher performance. Most 

teaching standards include continuing edu-

cation and service in their criteria for a good 

reason: teachers who serve on committees, 

develop curriculum, work on special pro-

jects, present at conferences, and attend con-

ferences and workshops stay current and are 

exposed to more ideas and possibilities to 

improve programs and their own teaching.  

 Reports on engagement in service and 

professional development can be part of 

formative evaluation for identifying goals 

and later submitted as a report for summative 

evaluation and faculty review. Including   

reports on service and professional develop-

ment as part of the teacher evaluation system 

gives teachers the opportunity to demonstrate 

that they are actively engaged in honing their 

skills and in gaining a broader understanding 

of the profession or institution. For supervi-

sors, including these important elements in 

the evaluation system brings the topic to the 

table for discussion, which can be especially 

important when working 

with teachers who don’t or 

won’t participate in continu-

ing education opportunities. 

 

Conclusion 
 
 When reviewing faculty for determin-

ing promotion, tenure, merit raises, awards, 

and dismissal, supervisors and review com-

mittees should consider supervisor summa-

tive evaluations, student end-of-term apprais-

als, reports on service to the institution and 

the profession, and reports on professional 

development.  

 

 Summative evaluation may also in-

clude evidence collected and voluntarily sub-

mitted by the teacher as indicators of the lev-

el at which the teacher has met the standards. 

This might include: sample lesson plans with 

annotations; checklists or written comments 

from post-observation conferencing with 

peers or mentors; self-recorded videos of 

their teaching; student self-evaluations of 

their own progress; student pre- and post-test 

scores; samples of student projects; etc. 

These multiple measures help the supervisor 

and review committee get a fuller picture of a 

teacher’s effectiveness and level at which 

they are meeting the standards. 

  

Effective appraisals address 

teacher behaviors.  
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 Teacher evaluation can be a very sen-

sitive topic for teachers and program admin-

istrators alike. Evaluations need to be fair 

and relevant to both teachers and programs. 

By including clear standards, opportunities 

and tools for various types of evaluations 

and evaluators, multiple measures, and fre-

quent and useful feedback, language pro-

grams can establish a productive evaluation 

system that supports learning and teaching 

and lays the groundwork for making good 

personnel decisions.  
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 A case study is a method of teaching 

that is used in a variety of disciplines. While 

specific definitions may vary, in general a 

case is a description of an actual or hypo-

thetical yet realistic/real-world situation in 

which a person or persons face a problem or 

challenge. The following definition of a case 

is provided by Shulman (1999): “Cases are 

usually accounts of practical or strategic di-

lemmas that confront a teacher. To be valua-

ble to use as a case, however, the narrative 

should be representative of a class or type of 

dilemma, problem, or quandary that arises 

with some frequency in teaching situa-

tions” (p. 92). 

 

 In teacher education, the case study 

method is a motivating, student-centered 

approach in which theoretical models and 

concepts are illustrated through their appli-

cation to practical situations. Engagement in 

case studies promotes active involvement, 

participation, and critical thinking among 

participants. Case studies “can be used in 

any discipline when instructors want stu-

dents to explore how what they have learned 

applies to real world situations…[and] re-

quire students to answer an open-ended 

question or develop a solution to an open-

ended problem with multiple potential solu-

tions” (“Using Case Studies to Teach,” 

2013). In the case method, participants are 

exposed to the breadth and depth of the con-

tent being studied. In short, students learn by 

doing, and they develop their ability to en-

gage in “teacher theorizing” (Prabhu, 

1992)  and “robust reasoning” (Johnson, 

1999). Heitzmann (2008) stated that “any 

robust definition of a teaching case must in-

clude a scenario delineating a problem that 

requires an interactive response by the learn-

er” (p. 523). 

 

 Case studies are often traditionally 

thought of as being used in medical, legal, 

and business training. Physicians have long 

been trained by the case method, as medical 

school students are presented with the partic-

ulars of a patient’s medical problem and are 

tasked with providing a diagnosis and course 

of treatment. In the legal field, Stanford Law 

School, for instance, uses case studies that 

“place students in the roles of lawyers and 

policy makers and teach fundamental law-

yering skills such as investigating facts, 

counseling, and resolving ethical dilem-

mas” (Stanford Law School Case Studies 

Collection, 2012). In business schools, case 

studies have been used to teach business eth-

ics, management, marketing, consumer be-

havior, sales, organizational behavior, entre-

preneurship, and any number of other topic 

areas (Smith, 2010). 

  

 In short, case studies can be and are 

utilized in any subject area, including civil 

engineering (Newson & Delatte, 2011), ac-

counting (Doran, Healy, McCutcheon, & 

O'Callaghan, 2011) and physical education 

(Richards, Hemphill, Templin, & Eubank, 

2012). In fact, prospective applicants to 

these types of professional training schools 

might use case studies as one method of pre-

paring for the admissions process and to im-

prove their chances of acceptance into their 

desired program (“Case Studies,” 2013). 

Implementing Case Studies in Language Teacher  
Education and Professional Development 
 
Kenneth Kelch and Miralynn Malupa-Kim 
Alliant International University 
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Approaches to Teacher Education  
 
 Language teacher education in the 

past several decades has incorporated many 

of the approaches and practices of general 

teacher education (Freeman & Richards, 

1993; Clarke, 1994; Crandall, 2000; Woods, 

1996).  A current approach to teacher educa-

tion includes the notion of teacher reflection, 

the incorporation of personal experience, 

teacher cognition, problem-posing, and teach-

er professional development (see, for exam-

ple, (Richards & Lockhart, 1994; Golombek, 

1998; Schleppegrell, 1997; Richards & Far-

rell, 2005). Crandall (2000) states that there 

has been a shift in lan-

guage teacher education, 

which is evident in four 

essential areas: there is 

an emphasis on con-

structivist, process-

oriented approaches; a 

focus on linking theory with the realities of 

classroom teaching; inclusion of teachers’ 

prior learning and experience; and a focus on 

teacher learning as including self-directed 

and collaborative components. In a similar 

way, McNamara (2008) posits a view of lan-

guage teaching and learning which involves 

individuals who are in interaction with oth-

ers, and in which learning and teaching occur 

within institutional constraints. As Tsui 

(2003) states, “Teachers’ knowledge must be 

understood in terms of the way they respond 

to their contexts of work, and this in turn 

shapes the contexts in which their knowledge 

is developed” (p. 2).  The elements of teacher 

education outlined here can be realized in the 

use of the case method.  

 

Case Method in Teacher Education 
 
 As the case approach has become an 

important component of teacher education 

programs, there has been an increase in the 

availability of teacher training materials 

which present information about and guide-

lines on how to use cases in education 

(“Using Case Studies to Teach,” 2013). The 

use of case studies in TESOL has been less 

extensively used than in other educational 

and professional fields (Bailey, 2006). None-

theless, the literature shows that the case 

method is increasingly incorporated in 

TESOL teacher education. Crandall (2000) 

states that “Teaching case studies and stories 

(like those used in the medical, legal, or busi-

ness education) provide a means of bridging 

theory and practice and demonstrating the 

complexity of teaching as a profession. They 

provide contextualized portraits of the many 

factors which influence 

teacher decision making 

and behavior in the 

classroom” (p. 41).  

 

Johnson (1996) advocat-

ed that in teacher educa-

tion a  transition from a traditional transmis-

sion-based approach  to a constructivist ap-

proach can be achieved through a case-based 

method. This approach provides “rich de-

scriptions of the complexities of teachers’ 

work by revealing the complex variables that 

are considered as teachers sort out, make 

sense of, and justify the use of particular ac-

tions” (p. 767). Ellis (2010) suggested that 

teachers, both pre- and in-service, can con-

nect theory and practice through “narrative 

discourse that arguably corresponds more 

closely to how teachers make sense of their 

work….through carefully selected case stud-

ies of classroom learners and of instructional 

interventions in language learning” (p. 187). 

 

 Case studies have also been incorpo-

rated in TESOL teacher education training 

materials (Roberts, 1997; Plaister, 1993). The 

TESOL international organization has a se-

ries of books in its Case Studies in TESOL 

Practice, each highlighting a different theme, 

which present the accounts of practitioners, 

Engagement in case studies        

promotes active involvement,             

participation, and critical thinking 

among participants.  
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with the aim being that readers of such cases 

may reflect on and come to deeper under-

standings of the issues that they face in their 

own teaching context (for a review of the  

series, see Stoynoff, 2004). 

 

 Bailey (2006) used the case approach 

in her book on language teaching supervi-

sion, in which current and future supervisors 

can read about and engage in activities relat-

ed to commonplace issues such as teacher 

observation and evaluation, autonomy and 

authority, and supervisory discourse. 

 

The Case Method  
in Professional Development 
 
 The benefits of the case method apply 

not only to pre-service teacher training, but 

they also can be used to promote professional 

development among experienced teachers.  

Time on the job in and of itself  may not be 

sufficient to develop and maintain pedagogi-

cal skills. Therefore, experienced educators 

can further their professional competencies 

through engagement in activities which allow 

them to bridge the theory-practice divide. 

The case method allows teachers to interact 

with theoretical principles by drawing upon 

their own and others’ experiential and practi-

cal knowledge in addressing real-world prob-

lems. Teachers are able to view a particular 

case “as a member of a class of events and to 

call attention to its value” (Shulman, 1992, p. 

21). As Bailey (2006) states, “These appar-

ently imaginary situations provide us with 

safe contexts for thinking out alternative so-

lutions to the problems raised” (p. 25).  

 

 The issue then becomes, in what way 

can the case study approach be applied with 

in-service teachers?  One method is through 

the implementation of a teacher study group 

(TSG). A teacher study group is a form of 

workplace learning, a collaborative effort de-

signed to enhance teaching practice. Such 

collaboration enables teachers to grow pro-

fessionally by exploring their personal belief 

system, understanding how those beliefs are 

realized within their particular teaching con-

text, and articulating their experiences. When 

teachers come together in faculty meetings, 

staff development days, or other collabora-

tive settings, they may employ case study 

topics, which draw upon the practical matters 

faced by instructors in their classrooms and 

institutions. They may also go beyond the 

technical aspects of teaching and delve into 

deeper, more philosophical issues, such as 

the nature of teacher learning and the person-

al values and beliefs inherent in the craft of 

teaching.  

 

Benefits of Utilizing the Case Method 
 
 As the subject of an empirical re-

search study, the case-based approach was 

shown to improve college students’ ability to 

solve problems such as those that arise in 

dealing with classroom management issues 

(Choi & Lee, 2009). 

 

 Through their own use of the case 

approach, the authors have found that partici-

pants are able to improve their skills in the 

following areas:  

 

• Critical thinking 

• Oral communication (speaking and     

listening) 

• Writing skills 

• Interpersonal skills 

• Resolving disagreement and consensus 

building 

• Qualitative analysis 

• Problem identification, problem posing, 

problem solving 

• Evaluating criteria 

• Identifying, evaluating and selecting 

among alternatives 

• Decision-making 

• Formulating, articulating, and imple-
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menting a plan of action 

• Ability to see complexity of real-world 

events and the impact of variable and un-

anticipated factors 

• Ability to understand the perspective of 

others 

 

How to Use Case Studies 
 
 Case studies may be easier to imple-

ment with relatively small numbers (15 par-

ticipants). While large numbers of partici-

pants may present additional challenges (e.g., 

loss of flexibility, decreased individual partic-

ipation), research presents evidence that the 

approach is still workable and can be effec-

tive even with larger groups (Doran et al., 

2011). 

 

 As mentioned above, case studies can 

be found in commercially published sources 

(Roberts, 1997; Plaister, 1993; Bailey, 2006). 

However, case studies which are written by 

the teacher educator or teacher study group 

facilitator for a particular group of partici-

pants have the benefit of being tailored to 

their specific needs and being directly aligned 

to course content or institutional/

programmatic context.   

  

  The following sections provide infor-

mation designed to assist the reader in creat-

ing and implementing the case approach in 

his or her own teacher training or professional 

development context. 

 

Guidelines for Writing Case Studies 
 
 The process of writing a case study 

begins with a consideration of the educational 

or professional development objectives. First, 

determine what theories, constructs, and con-

tent you want the participants to learn through 

the case. The goal is for the case to highlight 

(rather than simply present) concepts, theories 

and methodologies which participants can 

draw upon in addressing the issue. 

 
 One approach is to write cases based 

on teacher training course content, material 

from a TESOL course textbook, or other 

TESOL-related readings. As an example, the 

authors have used theory and method course 

textbooks (Brown H. D., 2007a; Brown H. 

D., 2007b) as the stimulus for the writing of 

cases. The content of these textbooks give a 

sense of the range of issues that are suitable 

for the development of case studies.   

 

• First Language Acquisition 

• Age and Acquisition 

• Learning Styles and Strategies 

• Personality Factors 

• Communicative Competence 

• Intrinsic Motivation in the Classroom 

• Teaching Across Age Levels 

• Teaching Across Proficiency Levels 

• Sociocultural, Political, and Institutional 

Contexts 

• Lesson Planning 

• Technology in the Classroom 

• Initiating and Sustaining Interaction in the 

Classroom 

• Classroom-Based Assessment 

 

 Personal experience with pedagogical 

content and other professional issues are also 

ideal catalysts for or foundations of case stud-

ies. Examples include: 

 

• Classroom management 

• Student resistance to pedagogical change 

• Administrative duties 

• Implementing new curriculum 

• Textbook adaptation 

• Culture shock among students 

• Teacher “successes” and “failures” 

 

 After the topic is selected, it is neces-

sary to write a case that is sufficiently rich in 

context, details, personalities and culture in 
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order to promote discussion. The presenta-

tion of the case should be in a narrative, sto-

ry-telling format, which provides sufficient 

background information about the  people 

and actions involved in the problem situa-

tion. In this way, participants are able to 

identify with the decision-maker’s situation. 

In addition, the case must be written so that 

it is sufficiently challenging and interesting. 

The events should be authentic, realistic, and 

relevant to the particular group of partici-

pants who will be using the case. The case 

must also contain enough “urgency” and dy-

namic tension in order to produce competing 

views among the participants. The issues 

(“problems”) presented in the case should be 

complex and multidimensional and open to 

reasoned interpretations and tradeoffs among 

competing alternatives (Farhoomand, 2004). 

A sample case study is provided in  

Appendix 1. 

 

Classroom delivery of case studies 
 
 Case study method allows flexibility 

in how the instructor or facilitator chooses to 

structure its implementation. One approach 

is as follows:  the case and any accompany-

ing materials may be given to the partici-

pants prior to the session in which the case 

will be discussed so that they can become 

familiar with its particulars and prepare for 

group/class discussion and activities. 

In the class or professional development ses-

sion, the instructor/facilitator may guide dis-

cussion of the topic, theory, or issue  before 

transitioning to group work on the case. 

Groups then discuss the case, presenting 

their opinions, clarifying the issues, propos-

ing solutions, reaching opinions, or whatever 

the particular task calls for. 

 

 Afterward, the group as a whole may 

engage in discussion, group presentation, or 

other type of debriefing task. A written prod-

uct may also be incorporated, either in the 

form of a worksheet  to be completed in the 

class or session, or in other instances a case 

analysis report or case summary can be writ-

ten outside of the original meeting for home-

work or later discussion.  

  

 When pre- or in-service teacher par-

ticipants are sufficiently familiar with the 

case study approach and have engaged in the 

experience several times, they can try their 

hand at writing their own cases to share with 

their classmates or colleagues.  

 

Assessing participants’ work with 
case studies 
 
 Case studies, which are incorporated 

as part of a professional development pro-

gram, may not require an assessment compo-

nent. In teacher education contexts, however, 

assessment may be desired. Because a case 

study approach involves group and class col-

laboration and discussion, assessing partici-

pation tends to be subjective. However, there 

are several techniques that can be used to 

provide an objective evaluation (i.e., scores) 

to case study work. Rubrics can be utilized 

for this purpose. It may be sufficient to pro-

vide holistic ratings such as “very good,” 

“good,” “fair,” and “poor” to capture the in-

structor’s subjective assessment. In other 

situations, however, a detailed rubric against 

which specific criteria are assessed might 

include categories such as depth and breadth 

of analysis, individual engagement, collabo-

rative effort, and peer interaction. Guidelines 

for the creation and use of rubrics, as well as 

rubric templates, can be found at sites such 

as www.learningoutcomeassessment.org/

rubrics.htm. 

 

 In-class and out-of-class assign-

ments, which can be graded, may also be 

utilized. During class time when the case is 

being discussed, work sheets, jigsaw tasks, 

mini presentations, and other tasks which are 
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implemented in the case analysis process 

can be completed for a grade if desired (see 

Appendix 2). Participants can be required to 

complete a comprehension check, write a 

response paper, or complete another task that 

is related to content/readings upon which the 

case is based. 

  

 For homework or follow-up work, 

tasks which require the participants to sum-

marize the case, synthesize two or more cas-

es, and apply the case principles to their own 

real-life experiences provide additional, in-

depth exploration of the case material. In a 

classroom situation, instructors may choose 

to incorporate case studies in formal exams, 

allowing students to apply the skills in which 

they have been trained and which they have 

practiced in class activities. 

 

Conclusion 
 
 Case studies offer a pedagogically 

sound approach to promoting the acquisition 

of course content among pre-service teachers 

and to fostering the professional develop-

ment of in-service teachers. They are an ide-

al vehicle by which to engage participants in 

applying critical thinking skills to the identi-

fication and evaluation of problems and is-

sues which teachers face every day in their 

classrooms and schools, and allow them to 

collaborate in articulating responses to these 

problems.  Ultimately, engagement in the 

case method allows educators to develop a 

deeper understanding of their own beliefs, 

values, and conceptions of their teaching in 

relation to the particulars of the context in 

which they work. 
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Appendix A: Sample Case Study 

The Case of the Non-Native Speaking 

Teacher 
 You are the owner of a private lan-

guage school in Southern California. Your 

institution serves approximately 60 – 80 stu-

dents at any one time. Your students are pri-

marily from Asia, but European and Latin 

American students attend your school as well. 

Your students can be characterized as follows:  
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They rely on their parents’ money and/or 

they have been in the workforce and saved 

money to come to the United States for lan-

guage study, as well as to travel and sightsee. 

These students are typically in their late 

teens to early twenties. Most of them stay in 

your program for about one to three months, 

though some of them are here for perhaps 

only two weeks and others for as long as 

nine to 12 months. Because the language 

goal of these students is primarily social 

English, your curriculum is not heavy on 

writing or grammar. Instead, it centers on 

conversation skills, utilizing authentic listen-

ing and reading tasks as the basis for class-

room activities and discussions. 

There are six teachers in your school. All of 

them have a Master’s degree in TESOL or 

linguistics and have a minimum of three 

years of teaching experience. Two of your 

teachers are non-native speakers of English. 

One, named Mariana, is from Brazil. She 

taught English in her home country for seven 

years prior to coming to the U.S. to obtain 

her Master’s in TESOL from a well-known 

university. For two years she has been one of 

your most hard-working, dedicated, and en-

thusiastic teachers. The other NNS instructor 

is Wan-Yi (“Wendy”), who is from Taiwan. 

She, too, received her MA in the U.S. and 

has been working for your school since she 

began her teaching career four years ago. 

Wendy has a quick intellect and a solid SLA 

knowledge-base. You characterize her as a 

“natural teacher.”   

 

 You have known both of these teach-

ers for several years, and you have a good 

relationship with them, personally as well as 

professionally. Your assessment of their 

teaching skills is very high. Each of them has 

a good command of the English language, 

although Wendy has a more noticeable ac-

cent than Mariana, and she sometimes makes 

more grammatical mistakes. However, her 

errors are not likely impede her communica-

tion with – or teaching of – her students.  

As a language teacher and program adminis-

trator, you believe that being a nonnative 

speaker should not necessarily disqualify 

someone from the profession. Teaching skills 

and abilities matter most, and these two 

women are perfect examples to support your 

position. Today, however, a student who is 

new to your program came to your office and 

made a complaint. “I’m not happy with one 

of my teachers,” he said. “I paid a lot of mon-

ey and I traveled a long way to be here. I 

want an American teacher. I could have had a 

teacher like her in my home country.”   

You explained to the student that a person 

does not need to be a native speaker in order 

to be an effective language teacher. You 

shared with him your assessment of the 

teaching skills possessed by and favorable 

student evaluations of the teacher in question. 

The student was not convinced, however, and 

demanded a tuition refund and assistance in 

finding a different language school. You fi-

nally persuaded the student to stay in his clas-

ses one more week before he makes a final 

decision. After he left your office, you began 

to question whether you are too loyal to your 

two NNS teachers. Does the student have a 

valid complaint?  After all, “The customer is 

always right.”   

 
Appendix B: Sample Tasks for  
Working with Case Studies 
 

Task 1: Questions for Discussion  
Directions:  With your group members, dis-

cuss the following questions based on the 

case study. Be prepared to share your re-

sponses with the class. 

• Should you persuade the student to remain 

in your program and stay in the class of the 

NNS teacher?  Or should you simply assist 

him to find another school where he be-

lieves he will be happy? 

• Is your relationship with the two teachers 

affecting your opinion on this issue? 
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• What are the disadvantages of having a 

NNS language teacher? 

• What are the advantages of having a NNS 

language teacher? 

• How does the context of the situation af-

fect your opinion?  In other words, would 

the situation be different if this were a 

school located outside the U.S.?  What if 

your school served a different type of stu-

dents?  What if it were a public rather than 

private institution? 

• Are some nonnative-speaking teachers 

“less nonnative” or “more nonnative” than 

others?  If so, how?  How might this affect 

your actions in this situation? 

• Is a nonnative speaker ALWAYS accepta-

ble as a teacher?  How about NEVER ac-

ceptable?   

• By what criteria would you determine 

whether a NNS is acceptable or not? 

• Are there nonlinguistic advantages and/or 

disadvantages to having a NNS teacher? 

 

Task 2: Group Presentation of Case     

Analysis 
Directions: Based on your small group dis-

cussion, be prepared to summarize your re-

sponses to two or more of the discussion 

questions. Class members will have the op-

portunity to engage in critical, reflective dis-

cussion on the presenters’ points. 

 

Task 3: Online Case Reflection 
Directions:  Log in to the online learning plat-

form. Write a reflective response to the two 

prompts below. After writing your own reflec-

tion, respond to at least two of your class-

mates’ posts. 

Prompt 1:  Have you worked with, su-

pervised, or studied under a NNS 

teacher in the past?  If so, comment on 

that experience. 

 

Prompt 2: Would you hire a NNS 

teacher if you were in a position to do 

so?  What factors might influence your 

decision? Have you ever, in fact, hired 

(or chose not to hire) an NNS teacher? 
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The issue of teaching pragmatics in 

foreign and second language classrooms has 

received a lot of attention in the recent years. 

Its origins can be dated back to the Cross-

Cultural Speech Act Realization Project 

(CCSRAP) led by Blum-Kulka, House and 

Kasper (1989) and the research on interlan-

guage speech acts that followed (for a com-

prehensive review, see Kasper & Rose, 

2002).  Findings from second language ac-

quisition (SLA) research, including a range 

of languages and second language learner 

backgrounds, suggest discrepancies between 

native and non-native language use in the 

areas of speech acts (e.g. requests and apolo-

gies), discourse organization, formal and in-

timate forms of address, turn-taking, and 

conversational implicature. In other words, 

non-native sociolinguistic competence, de-

fined by Celce-Murcia, Dornyei and Thurrell 

(1995) as “the speaker’s knowledge of how 

to express messages appropriately within the 

overall social and cultural context of com-

munication, in accordance with pragmatic 

factors related to variation in language 

use” (p. 23), seems to vary from native-like 

sociolinguistic competence in significant 

ways. It has been postulated that pragmatic 

mistakes are actually judged more harshly 

than mistakes in syntax, pronunciation, or 

lexis (Biesenbach-Lucas, 2007; Hartford & 

Bardovi-Harlig, 1996; Hendricks, 2010). In 

fact, pragmatic errors such as a choice of an 

imperative construction to perform a request 

addressed to a person of a higher social sta-

tus in English can be interpreted as rude, in-

appropriate behavior rather than as a result 

of developing (or fossilized) sociolinguistic 

competence.  

Options in pragmatics instruction  
 

Findings from research suggest a need 

for pragmatic instruction and implications 

for language classrooms have been stressed 

in recent publications. Bardovi-Harlig and 

Mahan-Taylor (2002, pp. 38-39) state the 

following goals for language teachers: 

1) Raise language learners’ pragmatic 

awareness  

2) Provide language learners with a choice 

of target language (TL) pragmatic devic-

es and practices 

3) Expand learners’ perception of the TL 

community 

 

They also state two criteria for successful 

pedagogical practices (p. 39): 

1) Use of authentic language materials as 

examples or models 

2) Input provided before learners are asked 

to analyze samples of language and pro-

duce output 

 

 A plethora of pragmatics focused 

awareness-raising activities including both 

deductive and inductive approaches have 

been described in recent literature. Among 

other tasks, Ishihara (2010) lists the follow-

ing: comparing learners’ L1 and L2 behav-

iors; sharing personal stories about situations 

when a pragmatic error caused a misunder-

standing; participating in role plays; keeping 

a reflective journal; and interviewing native 

speakers about appropriate L2 behavior. Sev-

eral of the activities can be used together in a 

single lesson plan to raise students’ aware-

ness about L2 pragmatic norms and create 

opportunities for practice. Usó-Juan and 

Integrating Pragmatics Instruction in a Content-
Based Classroom 
 
Anna Krulatz, Sør-Trøndelag University College   
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Martínez-Flor (2008) suggest that pragmat-

ics instruction could include three stages: 1) 

learners’ exploration; 2) learners’ produc-

tion; 3) feedback from peers and from the 

teacher. Butler (2012) discusses a workshop 

she used to raise students’ awareness on 

writing appropriate email requests. The 

workshop consisted of the following steps: 

1) data collection by the teacher; 2) presenta-

tion; 3) production; 4) contrastive analysis; 

5) real-life application. The workshop started 

with a lecture on constructing directives in 

English, a presentation of two simple rules to 

follow when selecting a type of request to be 

used in a given situation, and a small group 

discussion of three different email scenarios 

and possible email messages. Next, the 

teacher presented and contrasted native and 

non-native speaker responses collected be-

fore the workshop. The workshop culminat-

ed in a presentation of examples of neti-

quette rules found on various websites. But-

ler concluded that she noticed some im-

provement in her students’ emails following 

the workshop.  

 

Besides extensive justification for 

instruction of pragmatics, diversified sugges-

tions for tasks that promote the development 

of sociolinguistic competence and proposals 

for appropriate sequencing of activities, 

there have also been attempts to situate prag-

matics within existing instructional frame-

works. Ishihara (2010) suggests that integra-

tion into the general curriculum and the po-

tential for coordination of topics with other 

courses are two important criteria for prag-

matics focused lesson planning (p. 190). 

Félix-Brasdefer and Cohen (2012) propose 

an integration of pragmatics with grammar 

instruction. They argue that when presented 

jointly with pragmatic functions, grammati-

cal structures become a “communicative re-

source,” which allows learners to “not only 

increase their grammatical competence, but 

[…] also improve their functional 

knowledge of how to negotiate communica-

tive actions” (p. 664).  

 

A framework that combines grammar 

and pragmatics instruction has also been pro-

posed by Rose (2012). She presents two ex-

amples: “Using the imperative to make re-

quests” and “Using the conditional to make 

requests and suggestions,” and explains that 

rather than adding pragmatics focused units, 

instructors can include a pragmatics compo-

nent in the existing grammar lessons. Rose 

argues that by adding focus on pragmatics to 

grammar units, teachers can highlight the 

use of certain grammatical forms to attain 

specific communicative goals without the 

pressure to add lessons on pragmatics when 

either limited instructional time or strict in-

stitutional curriculum guidelines may be an 

obstacle.  

 

Pragmatics and content-based  
instruction: A perfect match 
 

There is no doubt that the time has 

come to integrate instruction on pragmatics’ 

aspects of language into foreign and second 

language classrooms, and the number of 

publications describing various ways to do 

so suggests that the change is already under 

way. However, whereas the mainstream ap-

proach seems to be adding “spots on prag-

matics” without making explicit links to oth-

er topics in syllabi, or simply integrating 

pragmatics instruction into grammar lessons 

in decontextualized learning situations, I am 

convinced that pragmatics has been taught 

for a long time within communicative lan-

guage teaching frameworks such as Content 

Based Instruction (CBI) and Content and 

Language Integrated Learning (CLIL), if on-

ly implicitly. As such, it seems that pragmat-

ics instruction can be integrated not only 

within individual lessons, but also in course 

curricula. 

 



Volume 31, 2014                                                                                                                        21 

 

The main premise of both CBI and 

CLIL is that language is taught through 

meaningful, engaging content. The extent to 

which this is actually done ranges along a 

continuum from content-driven programs in 

which instruction is guided by content objec-

tives and the role of language learning is to 

support mastery of the content to language-

driven programs in which the focus is on lan-

guage learning with content in a secondary 

role (Met, 1999). However, a common char-

acteristic of most CBI and CILI settings is 

that students encounter authentic language 

materials and engage in frequent interaction 

and collaborative work. Such a classroom is a 

perfect setting for pragmatics focused instruc-

tion, and it conforms 

to both criteria for suc-

cessful instruction of 

pragmatics stated by 

Bardovi-Harlig and 

Mahan-Taylor (2003) 

stated above. In CBI and CILI classes, stu-

dents can participate in discussions and de-

bates and therefore engage in turn-taking, and 

express agreement and disagreement. They 

collaborate on projects in groups, which may 

require them to negotiate plans, discuss role 

assignments and outcomes, give commands 

and make requests. They may also be asked 

to do a formal presentation, a task in which 

they have to address and interact with an au-

dience. Thus, the opportunities for integrating 

focus on pragmatics are endless. For exam-

ple, a debate can be preceded by an aware-

ness raising activity on turn-taking and rebut-

tal, the teacher can do a short presentation on 

expressing disagreement before a group pro-

ject, or the students can keep a journal where 

they record the swear words they encounter 

as they discuss the theme “youth gangs.”  

 

Clearly, explicit pragmatics instruc-

tion and pragmatics awareness raising activi-

ties can very easily be embedded within these 

frameworks. In Eskey’s words, “Content and 

function flow rather smoothly together, being 

complementary aspects of language as a sys-

tem for communication” (1992, 1997, p.139).  

Content based language classes, therefore, 

seem to be a perfect match for activities that 

focus on pragmatics. Below, I present an ex-

ample of integrating pragmatics instruction 

into a college level Second Language Acqui-

sition and Teaching Methods class taught us-

ing the CBI principles. 

 

The students in the class are enrolled 

in a pre-service EFL teacher training program 

in Norway. Their level of English ranges 

from advanced low to advanced high accord-

ing to ACTFL proficiency guidelines (2012). 

The course spans 

two semesters, but 

only examples of 

topics and activities 

implemented dur-

ing the fall semes-

ter are discussed here. The course plan inte-

grates awareness raising activities suggested 

in the literature to date and it takes into ac-

count the proposals to present grammar as a 

“communicative resource” (Félix-Brasdefer 

& Cohen, 2012; Rose, 2012). 

 

The following topics are covered in 

the first semester of the course: second lan-

guage acquisition theories and second lan-

guage teaching methods; first versus second 

language acquisition; bilingualism; individual 

learner differences; selection, evaluation and 

design of materials and activities; communi-

cative language teaching; Content Based In-

struction; thematic instruction; Sheltered In-

struction Observation Protocol (Echevarría, 

Vogt, & Short, 2008); and literacy issues in 

foreign language instruction. Each individual 

lesson is guided by a set of objectives that 

specify the expected student outcomes. These 

objectives, in turn, lead to a selection of ap-

propriate activities, and once the instructor 

determines the main language forms and 

Explicit pragmatics instruction and  

pragmatics awareness raising activities 

can very easily be embedded. 
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functions needed to attain the tasks, a prag-

matics component may be integrated into the 

lesson, based on the students’ needs. Table 1 

illustrates examples of objectives, activities, 

and pragmatics components used in the 

course. 

 

It is assumed that pragmatics aware-

ness raising workshop precedes the main ac-

tivity because the language skills it builds 

and supports are needed for successful com-

pletion of the activity. Some of the pragmat-

ics tasks have been created for this particular 

class; however, the majority have been 

adapted from existing resources available in 

recent publications such the workshop de-

scribed by Butler (2012), excerpts from “A 

Communicative Grammar of English” by 

Leech and Svartvik, and websites (e.g. Cen-

ter for Advanced Research on Language Ac-

quisition (CARLA), http://www.carla.umn. 

edu/index.html). It is not imperative for eve-

ry lesson to contain a pragmatics component. 

Rather, focus on pragmatics is dictated by the 

communicative needs students are faced with 

as they participate in the classroom dis-

course.  

 

The following two examples illustrate 

how pragmatics awareness raising is integrat-

ed into other class activities. At the begin-

ning of the semester, one of the objectives in 

Objectives Activities Pragmatics component 

Describe the main characteristics 

and list advantages and  

disadvantages of the following 

language teaching methods: the 

grammar translation method, the 

direct method, the audiolingual 

method, sugestopedia, TPR, 

TPRS 

  

Instant expert activity: 

“Advantages and  

disadvantages of various 

learning teaching methods” 

  

Turn taking, backchanneling, 

providing explanations 

Debate issues related to how  

children learn foreign languages 

in “My Two Cents” activity 

  

Debate: My Two Cents “How 

do children learn languages?” 

Expressing agreement and 

disagreement, reinforcement 

Ask questions about 1st Language 

Assignment 

  

Q/A about 1st Language  

Assignment in class 

Individual emails from  

students after class 

Composing an email with 

questions about an assignment 

to the professor; oral vs.  

written discourse (questions 

in class vs. questions in an 

email); requests 

Evaluate a children’s book in 

terms of its usefulness for YLL 

instruction 

  

Design a lesson plan for young 

language learners focused on a 

children’s book and present it to 

class. 

  

With a partner, design a 45 

minute lesson focused on the 

book “The Big Pumpkin.” 

Your lesson should follow the 

Into-Through-Beyond model. 

Present your lesson plan to 

class. Receive and provide 

each other with feedback. 

Giving and receiving  

compliments and criticism. 

Table 1: Excerpts from CBI lesson plans: objectives, activities, and pragmatics components. 
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a lesson on second language teaching meth-

ods states: 

By the end of the lesson, students 

will be able to describe the main 

characteristics and list advantages 

and disadvantages of the following 

language teaching methods: the 

grammar translation method, the di-

rect method, the audiolingual meth-

od, Suggestopedia, TPR, TPRS. 

 

To meet this objective, an instant ex-

pert activity in which each student is respon-

sible for teaching the others about the ad-

vantages and disadvantages of one of the 

methods is used. In order to successfully 

participate in the activity, however, students 

need certain language 

forms and functions, 

and it is at this point 

that the instructor added 

a pragmatics component 

to the course. Because an instant expert ac-

tivity requires a lot of interaction and work-

ing with a group to achieve a common goal 

(in this case, obtaining descriptions of each 

of the methods), language skills such as turn 

taking, backchanneling and providing expla-

nations are considered useful. Thus, the ac-

tivity itself is preceded by a workshop in 

which students receive an overview of native

-speaker norms, reflect on their own lan-

guage behavior, and compare it to that of 

native speaker examples.  

 

For this particular lesson, I adapted 

the “What’s new?” technique discussed by 

Washburn and Christianson (1995). First, 

students listen to a short lecture on conversa-

tional strategies based on examples adapted 

from Leech and Svartvik (2002) including 

explanations and examples of the following: 

turn-taking; using backchanelling to show 

agreement; asking for and giving clarifica-

tion; follow-up questions and comments. 

Next, students are paired up and asked to 

script a 2-3 minute conversation on the top-

ic “What’s new?” They are reminded to use 

at least four conversational strategies. They 

then go to a computer lab and record their 

conversations without looking at the script. 

The conversations are then played and dis-

cussed on the class forum. As students are 

given directions for the next task, the instant 

expert activity, they are reminded to use 

conversational strategies they have just 

practiced.  

  

Another opportunity for a pragmat-

ics “moment” arises during a class devoted 

to lesson planning for young language 

learners. Here students evaluate a picture 

book and use it in a 

lesson plan they create 

and present to class. 

Because one of the 

course goals is for 

these future teachers to 

develop a sense of community and to appre-

ciate other teachers as available role models 

and resources, each presentation is followed 

by a feedback session in which questions 

are raised and the lesson is critiqued. An 

element of sociopragmatic competence that 

fits well with this activity is the ability to 

give and receive compliments and criticism. 

CARLA offers rich resources for teaching 

giving and receiving compliments in Amer-

ican English, and the lesson plan available 

on the Center’s website has been adapted 

for the needs of my students. A week before 

class, students are asked to keep a log of 

compliments they give and receive outside 

of school (both in English and in their na-

tive language). When they come to class, 

the workshop begins with a general discus-

sion revolving around questions such as: 

 

• What is a compliment? 

• What do people say to give a compli-

ment in English and in your first lan-

guage? 

Focus on pragmatics is dictated by  

the communicative needs students 

are faced with. 
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• When and to whom do Americans give 

compliments? 

 

 Next, examples obtained from the 

CARLA website, including compliment for-

mulas (such as “NP is/look (really) ADJ,” 

e.g. “Your hair looks great!”) are distributed 

and the students are asked to compare the 

responses from their logs to the provided 

models. As a final task, they are given sce-

narios in which they give and accept or reject 

compliments, asked to prepare short conver-

sations in pairs and present them to class.  

 

Several other opportunities to inte-

grate pragmatics instruction that have not 

been discussed here have been identified in 

the course. Because content and communica-

tion are the main focus of the class and guide 

the selection of activities, students are moti-

vated to raise their pragmatic awareness. So-

ciolinguistic competence becomes a tool 

used to attain communicative goals in real 

time, right in the discourse community of the 

classroom.  

 

Conclusion   
 

Research suggesting that explicit in-

struction can increase language learners’ 

pragmatic ability has led to various proposals 

on how such instruction could be integrated 

in foreign and second language classrooms 

(Ishihara & Cohen, 2010; Butler, 2012; Rose, 

2010; Usó-Juan & Martínez-Flor, 2008). 

Pragmatics focused activities such as com-

parative analysis of native and non-learner 

examples, speech act logs and reflective jour-

nals, role plays, interviews with native 

speakers and instructor-centered lectures are 

becoming increasingly common in language 

classrooms. It seems that content-based clas-

ses where students participate in a rich, con-

tent-driven classroom discourse, create natu-

ral opportunities to integrate pragmatics in-

struction and increase students’ sociolinguis-

tic competence.  

 

The approach proposed here has not 

been empirically tested to compare it to other 

approaches to teaching pragmatics, and fu-

ture research is needed to examine its effec-

tiveness. However, students responded posi-

tively to the activities and commented that 

when explicit focus on pragmatics preceded 

tasks in which they had to engage in commu-

nication with classmates or the instructor, 

they were more aware of their language 

choices and felt more confident about their 

interactions. They also seemed to be more 

positive about this pragmatics driven ap-

proach to integrating language into a content 

based class in comparison with students in 

my other courses where the language support 

is given using a more traditional approach to 

teaching grammar (e.g. tenses, modals, pas-

sive voice). Overall, I hope that the ideas pre-

sented here will lead to more frequent inte-

gration of explicit focus on pragmatics in 

content-based language classes, and help us 

integrate these highly prolific areas of lan-

guage teaching to a higher degree.  
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For several decades, vocabulary has 

been a matter of words cards and word lists or, 

after students attain basic conversational skills 

or reach the intermediate level, has been rele-

gated to the sidelines in classroom teaching 

(Brown, 2007). We have assumed that stu-

dents will be able to seek out and select the 

vocabulary they need to meet their education-

al, business or social goals without explicit 

and extended guidance. We have also as-

sumed that once they have selected appropri-

ate vocabulary, they will be able to formulate 

and carry out a successful plan of self-study 

on their own outside of the classroom. In re-

cent years, however, it has become clear that 

vocabulary, which is the foundation of all oth-

er language skills, requires more focused at-

tention in the classroom due to its complexity 

(Hinkel 2009; Nation, 2013; Schmitt, 2008). 

 

One of the questions facing language 

instructors is how direct vocabulary instruc-

tion should be. Much recent research into vo-

cabulary acquisition and studies of learning 

strategies strongly indicates that the explicit 

vocabulary learning vs. implicit vocabulary 

learning issue is not a dichotomy, but rather a 

continuum (Hunt and Belgar, 2005; Lee and 

Tan, 2012; Nation 2001; Schmitt 2008). It is a 

continuum on which some vocabulary learners 

tend toward implicit learning while others 

tend toward the explicit learning end of the 

continuum, depending on the learners, situa-

tion and vocabulary to be learned. However, it 

is clear that effective, direct vocabulary teach-

ing plays a critical role in improving vocabu-

lary skills for all learners (Hinkel 2002a, Na-

tion, 2005).  

 

Focused Vocabulary Instruction 
 

Therefore, it is useful to keep in mind 

two critical aspects of vocabulary instruc-

tion. The first is that for vocabulary to be 

learned both receptively and productively 

direct attention to meaning and use is neces-

sary. That is, students need both conscious 

attention and sufficient exposure to effective-

ly acquire and employ targeted vocabulary. 

Second, it is important to remember the fact 

that all students, even at advanced levels, 

may still need to learn how to learn vocabu-

lary (Lewis, 2000). 

 

Learners’ abilities to express their 

ideas in writing have a significant impact on 

both their academic success and self-

confidence (Coxhead, 2006; Hinkel, 2009). 

Consequently, vocabulary learning must be 

upfront and center stage in writing instruc-

tion. Improved vocabulary use leads to a 

feeling of success; in contrast, a lack of vo-

cabulary impairs learners at all levels of aca-

demic endeavors and undermines even the 

most diligent learners. The proposed three-

step sequence below, targets high-

intermediate and advanced learners enrolled 

in university writing classes specifically de-

signed for nonnative speakers.  The three 

steps in the process are: 

a)selection 

b)definition 

c)exposure and use 

 

Selection 
 

Having acknowledged that explicit, 

focused instruction can greatly benefit our 

Explicit Vocabulary Instruction  
 
Belinda Young-Davy, University of Oregon 
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students; the next task educators face is decid-

ing how much vocabulary to teach. Although 

it has been demonstrated that gaining familiar-

ity with as many as 30 words per hour is pos-

sible with high frequency items, it is more 

practical, as well as more effective to avoid 

presenting students with long lists of words.  

Moreover, over the course of a term, semester 

or year the vocabulary sets should be recycled 

at regular intervals (Schmitt, 2000). In the ap-

proach outlined below, these suggestions were 

put into practice. Students work with 10-15 

target items every week and a half to two 

weeks, and the vocabulary items are recycled 

over the course of a ten-week term.   

 

The next decision 

may be deciding what vo-

cabulary to teach. The 

most common approach is 

to teach the vocabulary 

presented in a textbook unit. The majority of 

the teacher-assigned vocabulary used in the 

approach discussed below is taken from the 

Academic Word list (AWL). The AWL 

(Coxhead, 2000) contains 570 words that ap-

pear with the highest frequency in English-

language academic texts, which are divided 

into 10 sub-lists starting with the most com-

mon words in sub-list 1. When using the 

AWL, target items can be chosen according to 

a topic the students will be reading or writing 

about, the nature of the assignments (e.g., a 

position paper, a critical analysis paper, an 

argument essay, etc.), or by sub-lists.  

 

An alternate strategy, which may in-

crease students’ motivation, is to have stu-

dents generate an additional vocabulary list. 

That is, a list of vocabulary items they believe 

they need or that they want to learn. The 

teacher and students can be determine the 

length of the list together. Several of these 

words can be studied each week in conjunc-

tion with textbook vocabulary over the course 

of the term or semester. Vocabulary items can 

also be determined by the types of projects on 

which the students will be working. For ex-

ample, for a writing assignment on how so-

cial media is changing cultural beliefs, stu-

dents can divide into vocabulary groups, and 

each group can be assigned a specific number 

or type of vocabulary to learn and teach to the 

rest of the class prior to writing the essay. Fi-

nally, target vocabulary can include 

“problem” vocabulary – high frequency 

words or phrases students are very familiar 

with but which they cannot use accurately on 

a consistent basis. Some obvious candidates 

might be semantically related verb pairs such 

as know/learn, say/tell, explain/discuss and 

state/express. Similarly, the 

distinctions between some 

so-called synonyms such as 

in contrast/on the contrary, 

nonetheless/however, and 

besides/except are good 

examples of vocabulary students often   

struggle with.  

 

Definition 
 

Although defining vocabulary must be 

more than a matter of looking up words in a 

dictionary, it is where most students start. In 

addition, at the low to intermediate levels, it 

is not unusual for teachers to encourage — or 

even require — students to use target lan-

guage dictionaries to help them avoid simple 

translation using a bilingual dictionary. How-

ever, in the present approach, a “look it up 

twice” technique is encouraged. In this tech-

nique, the first time the students look up a 

word they are encouraged to use a bilingual 

dictionary. The reasons for this are two-fold. 

First, the use of bilingual dictionaries can 

eliminate the possibility of students encoun-

tering more unknown vocabulary in the target 

language dictionary definitions, thereby cre-

ating more confusion and frustration. Instead, 

with the bilingual dictionary, students are 

able to quickly attach a meaning to the un-

Vocabulary learning must be   

upfront and center stage in    

writing instruction.  
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known word, giving them a foundation to 

build on. Next, the students look the word up 

in a target language dictionary, and discuss 

how closely the target language definition 

matches or varies from the meaning they 

found in the bilingual dictionary. This pro-

vides an opportunity for students to recognize 

nuances and usage differences between the 

target vocabulary and its counterpart in their 

native languages as well as illustrating the 

limits of direct translation. Fortunately, the 

majority of the definitions found in target 

language dictionaries will match or closely 

approximate the definitions found in bilin-

gual dictionaries. On the other hand, there 

may be important and often confusing nuanc-

es to the actual meaning in the target lan-

guage that are “lost in 

translation” in a bilingual 

dictionary. The nuances 

are rarely transparent to 

students even when ex-

ample sentences are provided in the target 

language dictionary. One example of this is 

the common misconception among L2 Eng-

lish learners that the verb to expect is synony-

mous with to hope for or to wish for. This 

erroneous conflation of meaning is so far 

from native speaker usage that it is often im-

possible for native speakers of English to in-

terpret a sentence such as “All students ex-

pect for good grades.” 

 

As a final part of the technique, stu-

dents can be assigned a homework task to 

gauge their understanding while reinforcing 

learning through use. This could be as basic 

as writing several example sentences for each 

vocabulary item or as complex as writing a 

paragraph in which several target items must 

be used. It is important that the task is more 

than a “write down” assignment. Discussing 

the homework examples as a class can rein-

force meaning and, once again focus stu-

dents’ attention on how the target language 

definitions compare to or contrast with the 

bilingual definition. Both teacher input and 

having students generate multiple examples 

for each target item, related to situations or 

topics they are familiar with, are critical to 

providing students with semantic or pragmat-

ic components of meaning that a traditional 

“look it up and memorize” approach lacks. 

 

Another definition technique is the 

negotiation of meaning in which students are 

encouraged to guess a meaning from context 

or previous encounters with the target item or 

a related form. This allows students to check 

their own knowledge as well as giving them 

a chance to share knowledge with their peers. 

All of the guesses are written on the board 

and then teacher supplies or elicits more sen-

tences using the vocabu-

lary to allow students to 

check and refine the 

meanings they have gen-

erated. Once, the correct 

meanings have been found, erroneous guess-

es can be discussed to discover how the in-

correct guesses were made, and common 

misconceptions can be addressed. 

 

 Finally, students’ attention should be 

directed toward the importance of learning 

collocations and relevant structural patterns 

for the target items. As discussed above, it 

has generally been the case that vocabulary 

learning has entailed the learning of individ-

ual, independent words; however, words in-

teract with other words to create meaning. 

Lewis (2000) notes that meaning often re-

sides not in an individual word but in the 

words it occurs with or the patterns it is used 

in; “giving students collocations …will wid-

en their understanding of what… words 

mean and, more importantly, how they are 

used” (p. 15). Nowadays, collocation diction-

aries or concordance websites are convenient 

tools that both teachers and students can take 

advantage of. For example, after all of the 

target vocabulary items have been defined 

Students’ attention should be        

directed toward the importance      

of learning collocations. 
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using the “look it up twice” techniques, stu-

dents can compare samples they have written 

down for homework and look for word pat-

terns in the sentences such as prepositions, 

nouns, verbs, or modifiers. Once some pat-

terns have been found in example sentences, 

and students see that learning vocabulary is 

more than words in isolation, students can be 

shown how to look for further patterns using 

an online concordance website. If students 

have their own laptops they can follow along 

as the teacher demonstrates how to find and 

use a concordance website.  

 

Exposure and Use 
 

Nation (1990) concluded that L2 

learners needed at least 5 exposures in com-

prehensible contexts to learn a word. Horst, 

Cobb, & Meara (1998) found that in reading 

words that appeared in a text over eight times 

were more likely to be learned than words that 

appeared fewer times. The amount of expo-

sure that is necessary to learn a word is still 

open to debate. Still, in her overview of ex-

plicit vocabulary instruction, McCarten, 

(2007) points out that most research indicates 

that multiple exposures –both explicit and im-

plicit -- are necessary for retention. She fur-

ther notes that vocabulary acquisition is also 

facilitated by using a system for organizing 

relevant features of a word such as pronuncia-

tion, meanings associated with prefix and suf-

fixes, collocations, parts of speech and mak-

ing vocabulary personal.  

 

Taking those findings into considera-

tion, explicit exposure in this approach is, in 

fact, a series of tasks that are recycled over 

the course of the term incorporating multiple 

exposure, a clear and consistent organization 

format and use of student input. For each vo-

cabulary item, in this approach the goal is to 

provide at least three explicit exposures to 

new target items every week, and at least 

three exposures to four to five previously 

learned words every other week.  

 

The first step is to establish the mean-

ing and distinctive features of the target vo-

cabulary. The teacher assigns three or four 

different words to different groups. Using 

cell phones or laptops, each group has to use 

the ‘look it up twice’ method to define their 

words, making notes about usage such as the 

part of speech and whether nouns are count 

or non-count.  With this information, they 

write a definition for the assigned vocabulary 

in their own words. The second task is to 

look up each word on a concordance website. 

The group makes notes about the two most 

frequent collocations or about common gram-

matical patterns associated with the target 

structure and creates two sentences for each 

item. Each group reports their findings to the 

class. 

 

Having clarified the meanings of the 

target vocabulary, and having identified the 

most frequent collocations for each item, stu-

dents begin vocabulary logs or create vocab-

ulary cards, for homework or in class. Stu-

dents’ organization format includes a diction-

ary definition and a definition in their own 

words. Each entry also has at least three sen-

tences created by the student using the target 

word. Whenever possible, students are en-

couraged to have a native speaker vet these 

sentences at a later date. Students also post 

their vetted sentences online to a class discus-

sion website to share with other students. As 

part of the on-going discussion students can 

report ways they have used the vocabulary 

outside of class and any new information 

they learn about a word. 

  

The two-part follow-up task is a dic-

tation and paraphrasing activity. Dictation is  

a good tool for vocabulary instruction when 

the context is clear and the students are fa-

miliar with the majority of the vocabulary 

(Nation,1991).When the context is accessible 
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and relevant to students’ goals, interests or 

class topics, it is quick and efficient, and fo-

cuses students’ attention on multiple aspects of 

a word, including spelling, meaning and pro-

nunciation in a meaningful way. Paraphrasing, 

on the other hand, can reveal the depth of stu-

dents’ understanding of the target items. 

 

First, a short paragraph (5-7 sentences), 

containing at least four of the target vocabu-

lary words, is read. The paragraph is related to 

a topic students will be writing about or have 

written about. The passage is read three times. 

After the second reading students correct their 

sentences, paying attention to the spelling and 

collocations of each word 

before exchanging their 

paragraph with another 

student for further editing. 

The paragraph is read a 

third time as students check over their work.  

Next, students write the main ideas of the pas-

sage using at least three of the vocabulary 

words and compare their summaries with their 

partner.  A similar process is then repeated us-

ing the same vocabulary in a different para-

graph. This time the passage is only read two 

times. After the second reading students re-

write the paragraph using synonyms to replace 

the target vocabulary. Paraphrased paragraphs 

are shared with the class. 

 

Another paraphrasing task that can be 

used is a graduated task that starts with indi-

vidual student work and progresses to a whole 

class discussion.  For this activity, six to ten 

vocabulary items are used. First, each student 

writes two sentences for each vocabulary 

word, followed by a paraphrase for each of the 

sentences they have constructed.  After that, 

students are paired up, and each student reads 

his/her two original sentences to a partner. The 

partner writes a paraphrase for each of those 

sentences. At this point the partners join with 

another pair of students to select the four sen-

tences with the best paraphrases. Finally, each 

group presents its final list to the class, and 

explains why they believe each of the para-

phrases maintains the meaning and tone of the 

original sentences. The class then decides 

whether they agree with the decisions made 

by each group. At the end of the activity, stu-

dents select two paraphrased sentences to add 

to their vocabulary logs.  

 

Finally, students must demonstrate an 

ability to use the target vocabulary accurately 

in their writing. This is accomplished by cre-

ating minimal vocabulary requirements for all 

graded writing assignments. For short assign-

ments of less than 6 paragraphs, it is not un-

reasonable to require that at 

least ten vocabulary items 

from the class vocabulary 

list, or a shorter topic ap-

propriate list, be included in 

the writing assignment.  For longer assign-

ments, such as position papers or research es-

says, the number of required items can easily 

go as high as twenty-five to thirty words/

phrases without students having to resort to 

tortured unnatural sentences in order to meet 

the requirements. Moreover, for longer as-

signments students can be required to give a 

short presentation (5 to10 minutes) on a class 

topic or research question, with the use of a 

specific or minimum number of target vocab-

ulary as a requirement for the assignment.   

 

As with any approach or set of tech-

niques, success can vary from class to class 

and student to student, but the consistency of 

teacher use and knowledge lends to its contin-

ued success. The process engages teachers as 

well as students in an ongoing learning pro-

cess involving revision and adaptation. This 

approach and these techniques are part of that 

process --- an attempt to bring explicit vocab-

ulary instruction into the classroom in a sys-

tematic and focused manner.  

 

 

Students also post their vetted 

sentences online to a class    

discussion website. 
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Conclusion 
 

Focused vocabulary instruction is not 

a magic bullet. It does not negate the role of 

incidental learning, nor is it a quick fix to the 

problems limited vocabulary and poor acqui-

sition skills present for L2 learners. The aim 

of this look at explicit instruction has been to 

look at some of the possibilities for expand-

ing vocabulary instruction beyond memoriza-

tion techniques and reading-based approach-

es. Previous research has suggested that ex-

plicit attention to vocabulary can produce 

several desirable effects in the classroom. It 

can offer more opportunities to ensure that 

learners are exposed to appropriate and nec-

essary vocabulary. Second, it raises students’ 

awareness of the importance of broadening 

their vocabulary base, and how it benefits 

their writing (and other skills). Once students 

have experienced this kind of extensive expo-

sure and practice, the chances that they will 

become more aware of vocabulary receptive-

ly is also heightened. Finally, focused in-

struction on the value of a systematic ap-

proach to vocabulary learning goes beyond 

word lists/cards which students can adapt to 

their own learning styles outside the class-

room. 
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As an instructor of courses in a uni-

versity English as a Second Language (ESL) 

endorsement program (an 18-credit hour pro-

gram that “adds” an endorsement to an initial 

teaching license, grades K-12), I find that  

ESL teacher candidates often ask how to de-

velop curricula for an English Language De-

velopment (ELD) class.  Questions arise as 

we critique former and current practices that 

lean toward teaching English grammar out of 

context (Ciechanowski, 2013; Mize & Dantas

-Whitney, 2007).  I design the ESL endorse-

ment program courses so they are aligned 

with the NCATE/TESOL ESL K-12 Teacher 

Education Program Standards (Teachers of 

English to Speakers of Other Languages, 

2010).  The authors of the standards endorse, 

with the support of numerous leaders in the 

ESL field, an ESL curriculum that is de-

signed to teach language within the context of 

academic content (2010).  Although course 

assignments require ESL teacher candidates 

to design activities, performance assessments, 

and lessons that balance the teaching of the 

English language and academic content, the 

ESL teacher candidates remain perplexed as 

to how to teach without a prescribed curricu-

lum.   

 

The answer is challenging, given the 

flux that the field is experiencing nationwide, 

a lack of consensus among theorists and re-

searchers regarding effective ELD instruc-

tion, the variety of ELD program models that 

operate in our schools, and a scarcity of re-

sources (or lack of funding for them) that pro-

vide structure and continuity over the course 

of an academic year (Goldberg, 2008).  The 

Oregon Department of Education (ODOE) 

recently adopted new English language profi-

ciency (ELP) standards that address the 

teaching of language forms and functions 

with connections to academic content 

(ODOE, 2013).  This is a starting point for 

developing curriculum and instruction that 

teaches language in context.  But, how do we 

move from a curriculum focused on grammar 

forms to one that is balanced with content?  

 

For the past five years, I have collab-

orated in a variety of ways with a group of 

teachers in the Canby School District who 

work in a dual language immersion (DLI) 

program (Spanish-English; 80:20 mod-

el).  The teachers at Trost Elementary School 

have a 45 minute ELD class period in which 

English learners (ELs) are grouped by their 

Spanish language proficiency skills as meas-

ured by the Evaluación del Desarrollo de la 

Lectura 2 (EDL; 2007), as recommended 

by Escamilla (2010).  While the ELs receive 

assistance with English language acquisition, 

the native English speakers receive supple-

mental instruction in English Language Arts, 

thus the ELs do not miss any content classes, 

because every student in the school is receiv-

ing instruction in English at the same time.  I 

have observed several of these teachers on 

numerous occasions and noticed that they 

teach English forms and functions through 

thematic units that are abundant with aca-

demic content concepts.  Last year, Danielle 

(the first author), who is a teacher at the 

school, and I decided to document the plan-

ning of a thematic unit that she teaches to 

ELs during ELD time, and how it is imple-

Balancing Content & Language in the English        
Language Development Classroom 
 
Danielle Reynolds-Young, Cecile Trost Elementary School  
Sally Hood, University of Portland 
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mented from beginning to end.   

 

The purpose of our project was to doc-

ument how an ELD teacher plans and imple-

ments content-based instruction (CBI).   The 

question driving our project was:  How does 

an ELD teacher balance the teaching of lan-

guage and content during ELD?  Our research 

began with an interview focused on details of 

Danielle’s curriculum planning and was fol-

lowed by eight classroom observations that I 

videotaped.  Our data also included students’ 

writing samples that they completed through-

out the unit.  Students’ parents signed permis-

sion slips for them to participate in this study 

and the study was approved through the Uni-

versity of Portland’s Human Subjects Review 

Process.  The second grade ELD class includ-

ed 15 ELs (Latinos) designated at the “early 

intermediate” level of English language profi-

ciency.  The thematic unit, “Animal Classifica-

tion,” focused on adaptation and classification 

using comparison functions and subject-verb 

coordination forms.   

 

Balancing Language & Content 
 

Researchers and theorists have long 

supported content-based ESL instruction 

(Curtain & Pesola, 1994; Genesee, 1994; 

Lightbown & Spada, 1993; Met, 

1991).  Historically, CBI has its roots in Cana-

da’s language immersion programs that flour-

ished in the 1960s (Cammarata & Tedick, 

2012), was recognized in the U.S. in the 1980s 

(Echevarria, Vogt, & Short, 2010), and has 

gained popularity in the U.S. over the past few 

years (Duenas, 2003). Leaders in the ESL field 

have written variations of the definition of 

CBI, but the following one sums it up well: 

 

Content-based language instruction is an 

integrated approach to language instruction 

drawing topics, texts, and tasks from con-

tent or subject matter classes, but focusing 

on the cognitive, academic language skills 

required to participate effectively in con-

tent instruction (Crandall & Tucker, 

1990, p. 83). 

 

The benefits of learning a language 

through academic topics are numer-

ous.  Research in second language acquisi-

tion has shown that CBI: integrates cognitive, 

social, language, and academic development 

(Genesee & Lindholm-Leary, 2013); pre-

pares ELs for the academic content taught in 

mainstream courses (Brown, 2004); makes 

language learning more concrete rather than 

abstract when the focus is on language 

(Genesee, 1994); broadens and deepens lan-

guage proficiency (Crandall & Tucker, 

1990); and promotes critical thinking skills 

(Met, 1991).  Students learning in a second 

language not only have to learn language 

through the curriculum, but also must learn 

the content of the curriculum.  The academic 

demands of each subject matter increase and 

concepts become more abstract and cogni-

tively demanding each year for students.  The 

more students have an opportunity to build 

knowledge through thematic learning experi-

ences, the more students will be able to build 

their content knowledge as well as their lan-

guage abilities.  In order for this to happen, 

careful planning must occur so that intention-

al and meaningful language instruction hap-

pens in the content-based classroom 

(Bigelow, Ranney, & Dalhman, 2006). 

 

Lyster (2007) offers a “counter-

balanced approach” to teaching language and 

content and explains that counterbalanced 

instruction has a goal of “integrating both 

form-focused instruction and content-based 

instruction in conjunction with language 

across the curriculum and other pivotal litera-

cy-based approaches at the heart of school-

based learning” (p 126). In this approach, 

Lyster provides instructional strategies that 

help teachers plan for systematic language 

instruction that draw students’ attention to 
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language within the context of the content 

instruction through “noticing,” “awareness” 

and practice activities. For example: 

 

Learners engage primarily in receptive 

processing during noticing activities, 

which serve to move the learner towards 

more target-like representations of the 

second language. Learners engage either 

receptively or productively, or both in 

awareness activities, which serve to con-

solidate the cognitive restructuring or 

rule-based declarative representations. 

(p. 66). 

 

Noticing activities require the teach-

er to enhance input of a selected form, either 

by increasing its use, changing voice tone, 

or color-coding words so the form is more 

obvious.  The awareness phase asks students 

to not only observe the form, but also ex-

plain patterns they are observing. One way 

this might happen is through generating a 

“rule” to understand the form.  Both of these 

strategies draw students’ attention to a spe-

cific form and do so in the context of the 

content.  As much as ELs need specific vo-

cabulary instruction and targeted language 

instruction, they also need more scaffolding 

and support in order to access the academic 

written and spoken language used in 

schools.   

 

Background  
 

Danielle has been teaching in the 

DLI program at the elementary school for 

eight years.  She has taught second, fourth, 

and sixth grades and worked as the Title IA 

Reading Specialist.  We began working to-

gether while she was completing her student 

teaching practicum in a DLI classroom; 

since then, we have collaborated on a varie-

ty of projects.  Danielle recently completed 

a Dual Language and Immersion Education 

Certificate through the University of Minne-

sota. It was through these classes that Dan-

ielle became familiar with Lyster’s (2007) 

counterbalanced approach to teaching lan-

guage and content and began to implement 

the framework in her classroom. 

 

Lyster’s hypothesis claims that if 

teachers implement certain instructional in-

terventions that emphasize a flexible and 

balanced integration between form and con-

tent, the learner will be more prepared to 

produce accurate language. Lyster’s frame-

work highlights three content-based instruc-

tional activities that are counterbalanced 

with three form-focused instructional activi-

ties. First, the teacher provides comprehensi-

ble input through exposure to a content 

theme.  The content instruction is counter-

balanced by “enhanced” input through 

“noticing and awareness tasks” that draw the 

learner’s attention to a specific language 

form present in the content. Next, the teach-

er facilitates content-based tasks that pro-

mote language production and counterbal-

ances these tasks with practice activities. In 

a practice activity, the task must elicit and 

require the correct language form from the 

student. Finally, the teacher provides feed-

back about the specific form focused on dur-

ing the instructional interventions that Lyster 

(2007) calls “negotiation as feedback.”  This 

means the teacher uses specific corrective 

feedback techniques that draw the learner’s 

attention to the language form studied in the 

unit. In this particular unit, the lessons focus 

on the first two components of counterbal-

anced instruction.  

 

In March 2013, the two of us sat 

down and discussed her ELD curriculum 

planning using a set of questions (Appendix 

A) I created to use as a guide for our conver-

sation.  The following narrative is based on 

Danielle’s responses to my questions.  The 

ELD teachers at this school create “partner 

units” that correspond to the mainstream 



36                                                                                                                      ORTESOL Journal 

  

class topics. They use the “backwards design 

model” (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005) to de-

sign their curriculum maps and have “big 

ideas” and thematic units for each grade lev-

el (such as “Community” and “Weather”) 

that are based on Oregon content standards 

(such as science and social studies) at each 

grade level. The ELD teachers use these 

maps to see how the English language profi-

ciency (ELP) standards align with the con-

tent focus of the grade level.   The principal 

has leveraged funding to support the topics 

they choose, purchasing materials and re-

sources that highlight the forms and func-

tions they want to teach for each top-

ic.  Teachers then create Guided Language 

Acquisition Design (Project G.L.A.D., 2009) 

units that follow a structured progression of 

strategies that build vocabulary from recog-

nition to production through a variety of vis-

uals that represent content concepts, and 

presentations that provide comprehensible 

input. Grammar is taught within the context 

of the content concepts through modeling 

and self-discovery during which students are 

guided to notice patterns and 

rules.  Although this process is challenging 

for both students and teachers alike, students 

acquire language forms while developing the 

ability to use complex academic vocabulary. 

 

What Does Counter-Balanced  
Instruction Look Like? 
 

Danielle began the Animal Adapta-

tion and Classification unit by determining 

students’ background knowledge and vocab-

ulary about the animal groups (for example, 

reptiles, fish, amphibians, mammals, insects, 

and birds) and what compare and contrast 

language (for example, like, but, whereas, 

and, too) they knew.  In order to pre-assess 

the students, she created a graphic organizer 

(Figure 1) that asked a question about the 

diet, habitat, physical description, adapta-

tions, and birth of one animal. After each 

student wrote about one animal, they shared 

the information with their partner one topic 

at a time.  Danielle prompted them to com-

pare their animals orally and tried to lead 

them through the task while listening for 

comparison language. For example, they 

would take turns reading about the habitat 

and then she would ask them to compare 

what was the same and what was different.  

While Danielle heard students use examples 

of compare and contrast 

works such as too, same, 

and different, the majority 

of the language reflected 

simple sentences and non-

specific nouns or explana-

tion of the actual compari-

son.  The example in Ap-

pendix B shows some of 

the vocabulary one student 

used in this pre-assessment. 

 

 After the pre-

assessment, Danielle intro-

duced content-specific vo-

cabulary (words such as 

scales, moist, hatch, exo-

skeleton, fur, camouflage, 
Figure 1 
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antenna, lungs, gills, vertebrate, backbone, 

cold-blooded, feathers, and wings), along 

with the content, while integrating Lyster’s 

(2007) noticing and awareness activities to 

draw student’s attention to compare and con-

trast language. She modified a GLAD chant 

(Project G.L.A.D., 2009) called 

“Classification Yes Ma’am” to introduce the 

physical description and birth of fish, bird, 

mammals, and reptiles.  She also created a 

GLAD pictorial input chart (2009) that in-

cluded color-coded information about the 

habitat, physical description, diet, adaptations 

and birth of each animal group. Danielle 

printed pictures of the animals named in the 

chant and created actions and movements to 

go with words while students were singing 

the chant.  With the pictorial input chart, she 

included pictures of content-specific vocabu-

lary and they used iPods to Google image oth-

er content related vocabulary.  Students drew 

pictures in journals of two new vocabulary 

words per animal group.  

 

Danielle introduced two animal 

groups at a time in order to begin different 

noticing and awareness activities that would 

draw students’ attention to language used to 

compare and contrast.  For example, she com-

pared the habitat of fish and birds and asked 

students to listen for the words she used to 

compare them.  Danielle and her students 

came up with the list: too, but, and, different 

from, similar to, like, unlike, both, whereas, 

compared to, and also.  During this process, 

students would write a comparison sentence 

in their journals to practice using the different 

comparison words they were noticing. 

 

For the second two groups, amphibi-

ans and reptiles, Danielle tried an awareness 

activity to make students aware of what words 

she used to compare characteristics that were 

the same, and what words she used to com-

pare characteristics that were differ-

ent.  Students listened to her comparisons 

(noticing activity) and then worked with a 

partner to create a T-chart for words used to 

compare similarities and words used to com-

pare differences.  Danielle and her students 

analyzed the two lists that the students made 

and agreed that but, different from, and unlike 

are used to describe differences and both, 

and, also, like, and similar to are used to de-

scribe similarities. Danielle introduced the 

last two animal groups, mammals and insects, 

and this time asked the students to notice 

where in the sentence she used each compari-

son word.  After students listened to her com-

parisons, they worked with their partner to 

sort the words into the three groups: begin-

ning, middle and end of sentence.  They then 

created a class chart to use as a rule for when 

to use comparison words in a sentence. 

 

At this point, Danielle wanted stu-

dents to be able to create their own compari-

sons and be able to practice writing using ac-

ademic language. In order to prepare students 

to write their own comparison paragraph, she 

used Gibbons’ (2006) Teaching and Learning 

Cycle.  She found a text from the San Diego 

Zoo website that compared and contrasted 

amphibians and reptiles. She modified the 

text to add more comparison words and sim-

plified the language so it was at an appropri-

ate reading level for the students.  Students 

worked in pairs to read the paragraph and 

highlighted words used to compare and con-

trast the amphibians and reptiles. 

 

After analyzing the paragraph togeth-

er, the students chose their two favorite ani-

mal groups so they could write their own 

comparison paragraph.  Danielle led students 

through a “joint construction activi-

ty,” (Gibbons, 2006) during which she and 

the students worked together to write a com-

parison paragraph before students wrote inde-

pendently.  As she wrote, she guided students 

through questions, thinking aloud, and expla-

nations (2006).  Over the course of four to 
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five days, every student had written his or her 

own paragraph (please note that only 13 out 

of 15 students were present for the entire in-

structional sequence).  Danielle held a writing 

conference with each student and focused on 

giving feedback related to comparison lan-

guage and the content-specific vocabulary. 

When students were finished, they practiced 

reading their paragraphs and recorded them-

selves on iPads. 

 
What Did Students Learn? 
 

As Danielle taught the unit, we vide-

otaped the lessons and analyzed the students’ 

work as documentation.  In the beginning of 

the unit, students were confused by what 

Danielle meant by comparison language and 

characteristics that were similar and differ-

ent.  By the time she moved to the awareness 

activities and the rule generation with stu-

dents, it was surprising to see how engaged 

the students were.  They were excited to cre-

ate rules and find patterns with language and 

they felt successful when they saw a pattern. 

In watching the videos and analyzing stu-

dents’ work, it was apparent that they made 

growth in their written and oral language pro-

duction. Additionally, they were able to iden-

tify and use comparative language to write 

about similarities and differences between 

two animal groups. 

 

When Danielle began the noticing and 

awareness activities, students struggled to un-

derstand what she was asking of them.  While 

the students had lots of practice developing 

language, using sentence frames, and receiv-

ing feedback, it was clear that Lyster’s form-

focused instructional practices pushed stu-

dents to analyze and think about language in 

an unfamiliar way. After sharing three or four 

comparison statements with students and over-

emphasizing comparison words, students real-

ized what she was asking them to do.  The stu-

dents became very involved and treated the 

activity like it was a game. It took an inten-

tional shift during the lesson in order for stu-

dents to focus on language instead of the con-

tent.  

 

During one of the awareness activities, 

students easily made a T-chart classifying 

which comparison words were used for simi-

larities and which words were used for differ-

ences (Figure 2). Students were able make this 

chart, but in a different activity they struggled 

to identify which sentences in a text expressed 

a similarity and which sentences expressed a 

difference. Similarly, students also struggled 

to listen to a sentence read aloud by a class-

mate and then decide if the statement ex-

pressed a similarity or difference between two 

animal groups .  For example: 

 

Teacher: Let’s listen to this sentence and 

see if we can tell if María is sharing 

something that is similar or different. 

María: Amphibians have body parts that 

help them camouflage and reptiles do 

too. 

Teacher: Did you hear what comparison 

word María used? 

Almost everyone: TOO! 

Teacher: OK, now can you tell me if María 

was telling us something that was the 

same or different about reptiles and am-

phibians? 

Silence Figure 2 
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Figure 4 

Teacher: Let’s listen one more time. 

María: Amphibians have body parts that 

help them camouflage and reptiles do 

too. 

Student 1: The same 

Student 2: No, different 

Students 3: I think it is the same. 

Teacher: Why do think it is the same? 

 

In the example , students were unsure of 

themselves even though they easily identified 

in the T-chart that too was the comparison 

word used to talk about similarities. This pro-

cess reinforced the importance of modeling 

and analyzing written texts with students. Af-

ter going through the noticing and awareness 

activities, students still needed more experi-

ence with comparison language to understand 

its purpose. They were able to identify the 

comparison language, but not yet able to ex-

plain it.   

 

When Danielle and I analyzed the 

reptile and amphibian text from the San    

Diego Zoo, Danielle observed that the stu-

dents identified comparison words they had 

previously studied, and some students even 

found some of the new comparison language 

examples.  Danielle reported that the high-

lighting activity was effective because it gave 

a purpose for reading and deconstructing the 

text multiple times. The students were excited 

to interpret the text and began to understand 

why it was written the way it was.  It was 

during this process that students began to ex-

plain the use of comparison language and un-

derstand whether the text was expressing a 

similarity or a difference.   

 

During the writing process, Danielle 

was able to see if students could use the infor-

mation on the pictorial input chart and inde-

pendently separate what was the same and 

different about their two favorite animal 

groups. While other language challenges are 

evident in students’ writing, as a class, stu-

dents had no trouble identifying what was the 

same and different about their animal groups 

(figure 3).   The students had to mention both 

animal groups, but only explain one charac-

teristic (e.g., like amphibians, reptiles are 

cold-blooded).  In analyzing the 13 compari-

son paragraphs (figure 4), sixty percent of the 

students used at least five comparisons words 

correctly in their paragraphs, including the 
Figure 3 
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more complex words, such as unlike (seven 

students), whereas (seven students), as com-

pared to (four students), and different from 

(four students).  None of the students made 

mistakes related to which comparison words 

were used to compare similarities and which 

words were used to compare differ-

ences.  All of the students placed the com-

parison words in the right place in the sen-

tences.  The most common comparison 

words that the students used were but, and, 

and also.  Out of the 13 paragraphs, we 

counted five mistakes using the comparison 

words.  The most common mistake (three 

students) entailed either forgetting to write 

and when using too, or forgetting to write 

too when using and (for example, Mammals 

are born live fish are born live too).  Stu-

dents that did struggle with the structure of a 

sentence were able to self-correct when the 

error was pointed out to them during writing 

conferences.  The consistent focus on the use 

of comparison language and the step-by-step 

writing process led to excellent writing sam-

ples from this second-grade group of ELs at 

an early-intermediate language proficiency 

stage. 

 

Discussion  
 

The instructional strategies used in 

this study improved students’ ability to un-

derstand and use academic language confi-

dently and naturally. Using a systematic ap-

proach that involved noticing and awareness 

activities was more meaningful for students 

rather than providing a sentence frame and 

having students fill in the blanks. Danielle 

reported that in previous instruction, she 

would implement practice activities right 

after introducing the academic vocabulary, 

asking students to produce language using 

sentence frames.  Using the sentence frames, 

the students were successful with the lan-

guage, but once this scaffold was removed, 

they were unable to use the correct language 

forms, because they were too focused on con-

tent, and not enough on form.  However, with 

the use of Lyster’s framework, students be-

came more metalinguistic, that is they both 

noticed and became aware of the forms, and 

thus were able to use them without sentence 

frames during the practice activities.  This 

process made Danielle realize that she often 

“pushes” students to produce language before 

they have had enough modeling and enough 

experience with a specific content and genre. 

Building background, noticing language, and 

creating awareness about how language 

works took more time than she had planned. 

However, it was such a valuable process that 

she would not have changed the way she in-

structed the unit.  It did make her think that as 

a school, they need a more clear focus around 

what academic genres and what language 

functions are the most important to teach at 

each grade or language level. 

 

While Danielle covered less content in 

this unit, her students have a deeper under-

standing of the content than they would have, 

had she not tried the counterbalanced ap-

proach. Implementing instructional strategies 

from the counterbalanced approach made fo-

cusing on form and teaching language more 

exciting.  Danielle knew exactly what she 

wanted her students to notice and be able to 

produce.  The students also showed high lev-

els of engagement during the form-focused 

activities. It also helped that the content was 

highly motivating, as this led to increased en-

gagement in the text analysis and other lan-

guage-focused tasks. 

 

After this unit, Danielle and I are curi-

ous to see how well students would be able to 

identify comparison language in a different 

content area or in their native language. Go-

ing through these specific instructional strate-

gies made Danielle wish she was also teach-

ing the Spanish portion of the day for these 

same students. She believes that the students 
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and with perseverance.  In this unit, as stu-

dents learned about the habitats of reptiles 

and amphibians, for example, Danielle em-

bedded activities that required students to no-

tice and become aware of comparison words, 

before they were asked to use them in speak-

ing and writing activities.  Because these 

words were first a part of students’ receptive 

vocabulary, they were able to use them pro-

ductively later in the unit.  In addition to the 

use of comparison words, it is impressive to 

see students’ use of academic vocabulary 

such as, gills, camouflage, cold-blooded, and 

scales, in their writing samples.   

 

It is highly recommend that ESL 

teachers collaborate with mainstream class-

room teachers in an ELD pull-out mod-

el.  When content is the driving force for 

choosing language features and vocabulary, 

the content needs to be strategically selected 

or "shared" between the ELD teacher and 

classroom teacher. In this way, teachers pro-

vide ELs access to the core curriculum 

through extra support using scaffolded in-

struction and extensive practice with academ-

ic vocabulary.  It is important for us to men-

tion that pull-out ELD models may not be the 

best instructional programs for ELs, because 

among other reasons, ELs may miss content 

instruction (Crawford, 2004).  However, be-

cause the pull-out model is prevalent in Ore-

gon schools (Mize & Dantas-Whitney, 2007), 

a content-based approach that includes col-

laboration between the ELD teacher and 

mainstream teacher would ensure that ELs 

would be learning the same content as their 

peers in mainstream classes.  With the wealth 

of content knowledge now demanded by the 

Common Core State Standards across the 

U.S., it seems prudent to engage ELs with as 

much content as possible throughout the 

school day.   

 

 

would benefit from a parallel activity in 

Spanish that would allow them to make cross

-language connections between English and 

Spanish.  

 

Recommendations 
 

In returning to our research question, 

that is, how a teacher balances the teaching of 

language with the teaching of content, we 

conclude with some recommendations.  We 

cannot overemphasize that effective instruc-

tion requires dedicated time to plan-

ning.  Teachers might adopt a unit theme by 

asking questions developed by Wiggins and 

McTighe (2005), such as “What is worthy of 

understanding?”  Teachers would then con-

sult their state content standards to locate cor-

responding knowledge and skills deemed 

critical as each grade level.  On the flip side, 

teachers might peruse the content standards 

and ask what is worthy of understanding. 

From there, it is useful for teachers to think 

through the language demands of the content 

standard.  For example, what key vocabulary 

would be necessary for students to know and 

be able to use?  What types of grammar 

structures will be needed (such as 

tense)?  What language functions will be re-

quired?  At that point, teachers would consult 

the state ELP standards to locate those forms 

and functions that match the English lan-

guage proficiency levels of their stu-

dents.  Before developing the lesson se-

quence, teachers create an end-of-the-unit 

assessment in which students would demon-

strate the knowledge and skills they devel-

oped throughout the unit along with a scoring 

rubric that aligns with the standards. 

 

In order for content and language to 

intersect and work together to provide mean-

ingful and in-depth learning of concepts, 

teachers’ lessons need to draw attention to 

grammar structures within enriching content 

topics.  This is accomplished intentionally 
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Appendix A 

Interview Protocol 
What are the steps you use when planning for a thematic unit?  What do you do first,      

second, third, etc.? 

When you do begin planning for your thematic unit?  How do you fit that into your teaching 

schedule? 

What theories/research serve as a base for your thematic unit curriculum planning? 

Which is a more of a priority, building language proficiency or academic content 

knowledge?  Why? 

What resources do you consult during your planning? 

What best practices do you integrate into your instruction when teaching the thematic unit? 

What resources do you use while implementing your thematic unit? 

How do you monitor your instruction while implementing the thematic unit?   

How do you know when you have achieved your goals/objectives for the thematic unit? 

Danielle Reynolds-Young has eight years’ expe-

rience as a dual language immersion teacher at 

Trost Elementary School in Canby, Oregon.  She 

has a Bachelor’s degree in Spanish and a Mas-

ter’s in Education from the University of Port-

land, and recently completed a Dual Language 

and Immersion Certificate from the University of 

Minnesota. 

Sally Hood is an Associate Professor in the 

School of Education at the University of Portland 

where she teaches courses in the ESL Endorse-

ment Program.  Sally has 25 years of teaching 

experience and her research interests include 

bilingual education, school - university partner-

ships, and professional development models.  
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Top 10 Things to Observe When Observing a Language Class 
Laura Holland, University of Oregon 

 In the program where I teach, instruc-

tors and student teachers spend a lot of time 

observing other teacher’s classes. Below is 

one model for taking notes that can help 

guide the observation process and supply ex-

cellent material for a productive post observa-

tion conversation between visiting and visited 

teachers.  

 
Part A: To be completed during the observa-

tion 

 Before printing out for use, add spaces 

to each question on this sheet to leave room 

for your notes. Note: this guide can be sent to 

the visited teacher before the observation so s/

he knows what to expect.  

 

 The visited teacher can also ask the 

observing teacher to watch for particular are-

as for specific feedback on those questions, 

for example, “Please note how I am giving 

instructions. I feel like my students are al-

ways confused and I have to give them many 

times.” The visiting teacher will then note 

what the teacher says and does while giving 

instructions, and after the class, discuss to-

gether what they both saw. 

 

 Make some “Facts-only” notes on 

each of the points below.  “Facts-only” means 

not inserting your own judgments. Write what 

the teacher says and does and what the stu-

dents say and do and what the lesson entails 

and the time the activities occurred. Avoid 

adjectives and be wary of adverbs as those 

words are too open to interpretation, and try 

to use dynamic verbs. 

 

1. What is the teacher doing during the 5 

minutes before class starts? What are students 

doing? Are there any students (Ss) who are 

speaking in the target language together be-

fore class begins? 

 

2. How does the teacher (T) begin class? 

What words (and gestures, etc.) does s/he 

use? Does the T state any expectations about 

class behavior (ex. putting cell phones away 

or speaking in English)?  

 

3. What is the focus of the lesson? (There 

may be more than 1). Note each phase/step of 

the activities and what time they start and 

stop. Use time markers at the start of each 

new activity or step. Note if the T gave a ra-

tionale for any of the activities. 

 

4. What different ways does the T pose ques-

tions to the students and what is their manner 

of responding? (calling on individual Ss, T 

poses question to all students and the Ss call 

out the answers, Ss raise hands, student vol-

unteers, T calls on individual student, Think-

Pair-Share, etc.) 

 

5. How does the T group the Ss? If so, how?  

(how many Ss in a group? Does T count off, 

group by seat location, have groups premade 

before class, etc.)? Does T change groups 

during lesson observed? How? Note if the 

Teaching Notes 
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teacher did not use any groups. 

 

6. Note the kinds of feedback the teacher is 

giving to students, both formative and sum-

mative, if applicable. 

 

7. What does the T do/say to deal with any 

problems that come up during class? Briefly 

describe what is said and done.  

 

8. Draw where the T and Ss are during class 

time. Make as many drawings as necessary 

for different activities. 

  

9. How are the last 5 minutes of class used? 

How does the T end the class? (What words 

are used?)  

 

10. Note any other areas of interest from this 

observation.  

 
Part B: Fill this part out after the observation 

is over, preferably within a day or two of the 

observation or together with the teacher you 

observed as part of your post observation  

discussion. 

 

 Go back through numbers 1-10 and 

come up with other possibilities the teacher 

might have used in this case. Keep in mind 

this is not a critique or criticism of what the 

teacher did, but simply a way to broaden our 

teaching toolboxes so that we explore the 

many alternate options to achieve our teach-

ing objectives. Phrase your alternatives so 

that they reflect that mindset. For example, 

here are notes from an actual observation:  

 

The teacher gives brief mini grammar 

lesson on using –s to create general 

statements using count nouns (She likes 

movies; he likes dogs). This is followed 

up with paired practice where Ss create 

new sentences of their own practicing 

this form. T walks around room and 

checks answers. 

 

Alternative 1: Teacher posts several ex-

amples on the board using the rule. T 

asks students to discuss with their part-

ners, and 1) notice the pattern and 2) 

decide what they think the rule is and 

present to class. 

Alternative 2: After explaining the rule 

and giving examples, the T gives Ss 1 

minute to come up with as many exam-

ples of their own within the time limit. Ss 

share their lists. The pair with the great-

est number of correct examples wins. 

 

Alternative 3: Students work alone to 

create as many example sentences as 

possible in the time frame. They get up 

and walk around the room sharing them 

and comparing how many they have in 

common with each other. 

 

Alternative 4: Same as #3 but Ss post 

them on newsprint or the board and walk 

around and compare in pairs. 

 

Part C: Fill this part out after the observation 

is over, preferably within a day or two of the 

observation or together with the teacher you 

observed as part of your post observation dis-

cussion. 

 

 Looking at your alternatives for Part 

B, now jot down or discuss some advantages 

and disadvantages for the various practices 

and activities you have noted. This is a time 

you might think about different learning 

styles, working in pairs/groups vs. alone, the 

focus of the course (Grammar/Writing vs. 

Oral Communication Skills for example), 

what level/age students are involved, Second 

Language or Foreign Language teaching con-

text, physical space, and so on.  For example:  

 

The students walked around the room 

asking each other questions about per-

sonal likes and dislikes, for example, “Do 
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you like basketball? What kind of music 

do you like?” This works better if you 

have the space to move around and fewer 

than 30 students, so the teacher can 

monitor. A disadvantage is if you have 

chairs that don’t move and no space to 

walk around. An alternative in that case 

might be to group students in 4s, 2 in the 

upper row and 2 in the row below to 

form a square. Students can share with 

each other in that way. Notes can also be 

passed down the rows to check in with 

other students. 

 

 Copies of these notes are shared in a 

post-observation discussion, or via email if 

that is preferable, between both observed and 

observing teacher and kept for their records. 

Noting as much dialogue as possible during 

the observation enables the visiting teacher 

to “hold up a mirror” on the teaching choices 

and behaviors being observed and allows the 

visited teacher to see her/his class in a way 

not always possible on our own. 

 
 Limiting our notes to “facts only” 

allows us to employ what John F. Fanselow 

(Fanselow, 1992) calls “a more common lan-

guage” for visiting and visited teachers. This 

allows us to avoid language that is ambigu-

ous or open to interpretation. It also encour-

ages us to set aside our preconceived ideas 

and judgments of what “best practices” are 

and gives us the opportunity to explore to-

gether, both observing and observed teacher, 

the many possibilities available for the 

context observed and the material           

presented. 

 

 Filming and transcribing portions 

of a class is, of course, always an excellent 

tool, but may not be a feasible option as it 

can change the dynamic of the class ob-

served and appear more intrusive on the 

part of the observer. FERPA regulations 

may also prohibit such filming without ex-

tensive preparation to get necessary signa-

tures, approval and ability for students to 

“opt out,” so sketching and note-taking are 

often the best option. 

 

Reference 
Fanselow, J. F. (1992). Contrasting con-

versations: Exploring our beliefs and 

teaching practices. White Plains, NY: 

Longman. 
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1My institution has a program that hires tutors to come 

into the classroom once a week as teaching assistants.  

There can be as many as five tutors to assist in a class 

with roughly 15-20 students.  This program provides 

great opportunities for a variety of classroom activi-

ties.  If your institution doesn’t have an in-class tutor 

program, I encourage you to make a proposal to your 

institution or seek volunteers from the community.  

Alternatively, you can still prepare activities like the 

one detailed below by making a worksheet with in-

structions for students to give to their tutor (outside), 

conversation partner, or home-stay parent.   

Using In-Class Tutor Practice to Facilitate Language Use 
Outside the ESL Classroom 
Isaac Gaines, University of Oregon 

 Many of us have had the experience 

of studying abroad and, like our ESL stu-

dents, many of us were guilty of using our L1 

too much outside of class.  This obviously 

defeats the point of studying a language 

abroad.  However, for our students who in-

tend to stay more than a semester and need 

English for future success, the stakes are 

higher.  Poor integration into the target cul-

ture can have long-lasting and debilitating 

effects on language learning.   

 

 To confront this issue, I have created 

a useful classroom activity to help prepare 

ESL learners for successfully using English 

outside the classroom for various authentic 

tasks.  I have also added a suggestion for im-

plementing this activity within a task-based 

model in order to systematically provide 

learners with scaffolding and support. 

 

In-Class Tutor Practice 
 
 The goal of tutoring is to practice tar-

get verbal and non-verbal communication 

with tutors
1
 to build students’ oral fluency, 

socio-cultural, and pragmatic competences to 

prepare them for performing out-of-class  

language tasks.   

 

Instructions 
 
1. Review language, body language, and 

discuss what is socially acceptable or 

awkward when interacting with strangers 

in the target context (e.g., when asking 

strangers for directions). 

2. Introduce or remind students of the out- 

of-class task (which will come later) and 

how this is useful practice to prepare 

them for successful interactions in the 

real world.   

3. Have everyone stand up.  Arrange class-

room to allow the tutors to make a large 

circle around the classroom.  

4. Give directions:  Students line up and 

proceed around the classroom to take 

turns approaching and interacting with 

the tutors (and the teacher) to practice 

and mimic the interactions they would 

have with a stranger in the target context.  

Students have a specific task to repeat 

(e.g., asking for directions to a specific 

place).  Tutors try to act naturally in order 

to simulate an authentic situation.  For an 

even more realistic simulation, tutors can 

assume different roles to act out (e.g., be-

ing too busy, being helpful, pretending to 

not hear the request, not knowing direc-

tions well, etc.).  After each interaction, 

tutors give students brief feedback about 

their verbal and non-verbal communica-

tion.  In just a matter of minutes, students 

can complete the circuit around the class-

room making several attempts.  Finally, 

the teacher addresses the whole class to 

explain common problems or give      
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suggestions.  If necessary, the teacher 

can model the interaction with one of the 

tutors to demonstrate ideal or unnatural 

verbal and non-verbal communication. 

 

Rationale 
 
 Repetition of the target language and 

exposure to different kinds of responses, atti-

tudes, and feedback all serve to prepare stu-

dents for what they might encounter outside, 

but in a comfortable and supportive environ-

ment.  Successful interactions and positive 

feedback will give students confidence for 

using English outside.  However, for lower-

level ESL learners, at least some failure or 

rejection is inevitable in language use out-

side the classroom.  Exposure to rejection 

and communication breakdowns in the class-

room prepares students for those negative 

experiences that would otherwise be counter-

productive by lowering students’ confidence 

and motivation to use English outside.  Ei-

ther way, practicing verbal and non-verbal 

communication in this simulated way is a 

step toward successful communication in the 

real world. 

 

Implementing Language Practice 
within a Task-Based Model 
 
 As an isolated activity, the above ac-

tivity isn’t as useful as it could be.  My sug-

gestion is to use the In-Class Tutor Practice 

within a series of activities and lessons that 

culminates in students performing a lan-

guage task outside, and doing reflection ac-

tivities about it afterwards.  Ideally, within a 

task-based model, the target language and 

task are intertwined with the textbook and 

other course content.  The target language 

and context is first presented through authen-

tic video or dialogue.  Then, students are led 

through various activities that transition from 

receptive to productive practice.  Role-plays 

and other interactive activities that require 

creative production directly precede the In-

Class Tutor Practice activity.  After the In-

Class Tutor Practice, students do the target 

language task outside the classroom.  Finally, 

students engage in some kind of reflective 

activity, such as group discussions or a writ-

ten diary, to consider strengths and weakness-

es in their communicative abilities. 

 

The sequence of activities I’ve de-

tailed here is just one model for how ESL in-

structors can promote language use outside 

the classroom.  There may be other equally 

effective ways.  However, the important thing 

is to build confidence, motivation, and auton-

omy in our students.  This is particularly im-

portant for lower-level learners who generally 

lack the linguistic ability and socio-cultural 

awareness to take advantage of their immer-

sion environments.  

 
Isaac Gaines has over 10 years experience teach-

ing ESL/EFL.  He currently teaches in the IEP at 

the University of Oregon where he has been try-

ing to improve international student integration 

into the local community.  He also has over seven 

years of EFL teaching experience in Japan.  
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 The Picture Word Inductive Model 

(PWIM) was developed by Emily Calhoun 

more than two decades ago and has been 

repeatedly tested in its usage (Joyce, Weil, 

& Calhoun, 2009). It has been defined as 

“An inquiry-oriented language arts strategy 

that uses pictures containing familiar objects 

and actions to elicit words from children's 

listening and speaking vocabular-

ies,” (Calhoun, 1999). This model helps de-

velop primary or early-stage readers’ vocab-

ulary, reading and writing skills, through 

building on what they already know. It has 

been used with learners in mainstream class-

rooms—however it can be adapted with 

ELLs.  

  

    How does the PWIM work? First, 

beginning readers and writers are shown a 

complex, detailed picture that includes many 

objects, nouns, verbs, or adjectives as in 

Figure 1. They are given a few minutes to 

examine the picture and then are asked 

to identify what they see in the picture. 

Next, the instructor draws a line from 

each identified object in the picture 

such as, snowman, and hair (Figure 1). 

The teacher says its name, writes it in 

the margin, and says it again. The stu-

dents repeat the word out loud and its 

spelling. The students then categorize 

the words based on phonetics, content 

properties, and structures. For exam-

ple, string and stick can form a pho-

netics category because of the, st, 

same beginning sound. Hat, jacket, 

and pants can form a content proper-

ties category (clothes). Then, learners 

construct sentences followed by a 

combination of the constructed sentences to 

formulate a paragraph. Last, they title the 

paragraph with help from the teacher (Joyce, 

Weil & Calhoun, 2009). In this way, stu-

dents expand their vocabularies, learn usage, 

and sentence to paragraph construction and 

relationships. 

  

 It builds students’ sight vocabulary, 

where they recognize the word by its 

spelling. This model enables students to 

transfer the spoken words seen in the picture 

to the sight words (read and written). In oth-

er words, they activate and build their sche-

ma, which is connecting what they already 

naturally know to the new skills such as 

reading and writing (Scott, 2001). The pri-

mary focus of PWIM is on developing read-

ing and writing skills, for both beginning 

literate and ELL students. It focuses on 

building inductive thinking skills besides 

teaching phonics and spelling (Calhoun, 

Using the Picture Word Inductive Model (PWIM)  
to Teach English Vocabulary 
Suda Shaman, Washington State University 

Figure 1. PWIM picture (Thompson, 2013)  
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1999). While this model assists students to 

learn reading and writing, through activating 

students’ schema, it also helps to develop 

vocabulary knowledge and spelling for 

ELLs.  

 

 It can be adapted to work with ELLs. 

Teachers can follow the same process men-

tioned above. Teaching through the PWIM, 

can help introduce ELLs to different cul-

tures. For example, if a Halloween party pic-

ture is used, students can learn about it and 

share similar or different activities that they 

do in their countries. Further, learners can 

have the chance to chose a picture or bring a 

photograph that covers the important con-

cepts or vocabulary to learn. For example, 

when teaching ELLs about body parts, they 

can be asked to bring their own pictures and 

use for the lesson. Choosing a picture would 

engage and require them to take a role in 

their learning.  

 

 The PWIM helps ELLs practice 

spelling, phonics and grammar. Teachers can 

ask students to categorize words by their be-

ginning or ending sound, by the number of 

letters in each word. It can help develop 

grammar through asking students to develop 

a question: what color is the girl’s hat?  

 

 The PWIM is a strategy of teaching 

that scaffolds the students to a more complex 

task. Following the steps above to apply the 

model can help in vocabulary development 

for both 1st and 2nd language beginning 

readers and writers.    
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