Good Lessons from Good Language Teachers: Case Studies of Exemplary Thai
EFL University Lecturers
Introduction
Research abounds that focuses on both internal and external factors
influencing the rate of success in second language (L2) acquisition and learning (e.g.,
Dornyei, 2009; Hayes, 2009; Littlewood, 2001, and Sanprasert, 2010). However,
whereas a number of studies have been devoted to strategies employed by good
language learners (e.g. Cohen, 1998), relatively few studies investigate the role of
good language teachers.
The teacher’s roles in the L2 learning process are of considerable importance.

No matter what approaches are taken to better understand L2 acquisition and
learning—~De they behaviorism, the cognitive tradition or the critical perspective
(Johnson, 2004), it is widely acknowledged that L2 teachers play key roles in helping
the learner to learn. And while the notion of learner beliefs has been extensively
researched (e.g., Benson and Lor, 1999; Huang, 2005), teacher beliefs are few and far
between, especially those concerning Thai EFL teachers. As such, this qualitative case
study was undertaken to ascertain beliefs of two Thai teachers of English, who have
been recognized by their respective universities as being exemplary teachers.
According to Crookes (2009), research into beliefs, values or philosophy in English
teaching is gaining in importance, particularly in the area of teacher development. In
addition, Lazaraton and Ishihara (2005) reiterate that “[t] he methods of self-reflection
and narrative inquiry in the study of language teaching have been shown to be useful
and viable tools for teacher professional development...” (p. 529). Given this
significance, this study will attempt to shed light on this area of L2 teaching and
development.

Literature Review

Second Language Acquisition (SLA) Theories

The first part of the literature review focuses on an overview of selected
second language acquisition (SLA) theories, namely, Krashen’s Comprehensible
Input Hypothesis, Comprehensible Output Hypothesis, Input Processing, Interaction
Hypothesis and Sociocultural Theory.

Comprehensible Input Hypothesis
According to Krashen, there is only one way of acquiring an L2—through
comprehension of messages contained in the language input that is not too difficult.



Speicifically, Krashen believes that explicit grammar teaching is practically useless
because understanding message meaning is all that matters. Therefore, from a
Krashenian perspective, grammar instruction, albeit of good intention, serves no clear
purpose other than that of an “editor” when L2 learners have time to think of and use
such and such grammar. Krashen’s stance on the role of grammar instruction in L2
acquisition has great ramifications in the field of teaching English, either as a foreign
or a second language. At the same time, it has spawned considerable criticisms among
researchers and classroom teachers alike. For example, the proposed construct i+1 is
not successfully defined operationally. Moreover, cases where explicit grammar
instruction has enabled L2 learners to become not only fluent but also accurate have
been reported. While heated controversy can be anticipated when it comes to
Krashen’s Input Hypothesis, it is undeniable that his is one of the first SLA concepts
that are still gaining currency.

The input processing hypothesis

VanPatten, 1996 has argued that, while input is an essential element, a
prerequisite for any and all L2 acquisition, what is even more important is the
learner’s processing of such input. This is made possible in a typical L2 classroom
where the teacher presents to the learners input in one form or another that is
meaningful to them. In other words, to enable learners to engage actively in the input
processing, the teacher provides them with “...structured input activities and not the
explicit information” (Doughty and Long, 2003, p. 231). Essentially, the input
processing model attempts to unpack “...learners’ psycholinguistic processing
strategies...” (Gass and Torres, 2005, p. 5). The tenet of the input processing model
briefly discussed above suggests that input alone is insufficient for L2 learners to turn
input into intake—defined as knowledge of certain linguistic features that learners
have gleaned from the amount of input they were exposed to.

Given the role of input processing thus far described, a question that deserves
serious scrutiny is: To what extent and in what manner is input processing to be
provided to the leaner? The answer to this question can be found, for example, in
what is termed “form-focused instruction” (Doughty and Williams, 1998; Ellis,
Basturkmen, and Loewen, 2002; MacKey and Silver, 2005). Form-focused instruction
is defined as “...the treatment of linguistic form in the context of performing a
communicative task” (Ellis, Basturkmen, and Loewen, 2002, p. 419). Therefore, in

order to allow L2 learners sufficient opportunity to process input, the teacher is



encouraged to provide for task-based or task-supported instruction. This is because it
“...can provide the necessary connections between input, output, attention, feedback,
and noticing, thus increasing the saliency and comprehension of many aspects of
language and ultimately driving the L2 acquisition process forward” (MacKey and
Silver, 2005, p. 240). Ellis (1997) has succinctly summarized the pivotal role of input
processing that

...form-focused instruction that emphasizes input processing may be very

effective. It also supports theories of L2 acquisition that emphasize the role of

conscious noticing in input; input-based instruction may work because it

induces noticing in learners (p. 85).

Based on the foregoing discussion, one can see that the thrust of the input
processing model is that L2 learners must be conscious about what to look for in the
wealth of language input that they are supposedly to receive. The starting point of the
propulsion of the acquisition engine must necessarily emanate from the learner. This
IS in contrast to what Krashen has always supported; that is, comprehensible input at i
+ 1 is the only important ingredient. In theory and in practice, the input processing
model leads us to consider the learner’s role in L2 acquisition processes, an area that
Krashen has jettisoned almost entirely. However, the role that VVanPatten thought was
needed from the learner to only to notice something in the input, and not necessarily
actively producing the target language form in order to learn. As DeKeyser and
Sokalski (2001) put it, “VanPatten and his collaborators...suggested that a type of
form-focused input activities called processing instruction were all that was necessary
[for successful acquisition]” (p. 81). In a way, what VanPatten claims in relation to
the input processing model is that “...not only output practice but even grammar
explanation is not necessary provided students receive processing instruction”
(DeKeyser and Sokalski, 2001, p. 81). Processing instruction or input processing
means a type of instruction where L2 learners’ attention is drawn to certain linguistic
features in the input. To a certain extent, input processing involves the learner’s
‘noticing’ in line with what Schmidt argues for in his “noticing the gap” principle.

The next section discusses the comprehensible output hypothesis, the
mechanism of which will extend both the comprehensible input hypothesis and input
processing to a new height.

The comprehensible output hypothesis



Swain (1985) is the originator of the comprehensible output hypothesis. She
and her colleagues conducted a study with a group of Canadian students who had
been placed in the French immersion program in Canada. The major finding of the
research suggested that, even though the students were in the immersion program
where they had received considerable comprehensible input and despite their fluency,
the majority of these students were unable to be as accurate in their French as they
should have been. This prompted Swain and her team to hypothesize that input (even
if of comprehensible kind) should be insufficient for L2 learners to make satisfactory
progress in their target language. That is to say, L2 learners must have enough
opportunity to do something with the language they are trying to acquire. Essentially,
the comprehensible output model posits that in doing something with the target
language, L2 learners provide themselves with learning opportunity in at least three
different ways. First, outputting their L2, learners have the opportunity to ‘notice’
something in the input to which they are exposed. As Swain (1995) puts it

“...in producing the target language, learners may encounter a linguistic

problem leading them to notice what they do not know, or know only partially.

In other words, the activity of producing the target language may prompt

second language learners to consciously recognize some of their linguistic

problems; it may make them aware of something they need to find out about
their L2

Second, the hypothesis testing function of this model suggests that in
purposefully producing the target language, L2 learners can test a hypothesis of the
target language structures and rules. One way of doing this, according to Swain, is to
say or write something. For example, if an L2 learner wants to figure out if he/she can
use the following expression, “speak volumes,” he/she must produce (output) the
expression in the communicatively oriented context, perhaps with a native speaker to
find that out. This is especially so when he/she is not certain whether it is the verb
“speak” or “talk” that collocates with “volumes.”

As for the metalinguistic or reflective function, Swain asserts that, in
outputting, L2 learners use language to “negotiate about form.” This means that under
certain task conditions (e.g. a communicative task), learners will not only reveal their
hypotheses about their L2, but reflect upon them, using language to do so. “It is this
‘level’ of output that represents its metalinguistic function of using language to reflect

on language, allowing learners to control and internalize it



(p. 132).

Regarding these three functions, an important conclusion can be drawn that
“...there are two ways to promote interlanguage restructuring: production of output
plus feedback, and production of output plus metatalk” (Doughty and Williams, 1998,
p. 238). Basically, the act of outputting permits learners to “push” or “stretch” their
interlanguage production to the next level because they have experienced some
communication difficulties, and yet need to “correct” or “revise” their initial
production of the target language form(s). As Izumi (2003) has summarized:

Swain’s output hypothesis claims that output can, under certain conditions,

promote language acquisition by allowing learners to try out and stretch their

[interlanguage] capabilities. In so doing, learners may recognize problems in

their [interlanguage] through internal feedback—output promotes syntactic

processing and self-monitoring—or external feedback—output invites
feedback from interlocutors, teachers, etc. This recognition may prompt the
learners to generate alternatives by searching existing knowledge or to seek
out relevant input with more focused attention and with more clearly identified

communicative needs (p. 171).

What we have learned from the comprehensible output model is that learners
are not passive recipients of knowledge and experience. Rather, they must actively
involve themselves with such knowledge and experience in order to develop their
interlanguage system. It should be noted here that Swain did not propose the
comprehensible output hypothesis in order to claim that Krashen’s comprehensible
input hypothesis is wrong. Instead, Swain believes that any extreme position about
unpredictable human behaviors such as learning a language must be avoided because
of myriad factors involved.

For us to better understand the relevancy and practicality of the
comprehensible output model, I will next discuss some research conducted to date
that supports the tenets of this model.

Mackey and Silver (2005) conducted an experimental study to ascertain the
extent to which interactional tasks allowed child L2 learners to develop their ability to
form questions in English. Twenty six children were divided into two groups: the
experimental group (n = 14) and the control group (n = 12). Both groups carried out
pedagogical tasks involving communicative exchanges with adult native speakers.
However, only those in the experimental group received interactional feedback in



response to their problems with question forms, whereas those in the control group
did not receive any feedback at all, although they engaged in the same pedagogical
tasks as in the first group. Results showed that the children in the experimental group
outperformed those in the control group in forming questions, thereby reaffirming the
facilitative role of purposeful language production or outputting.

Shehadeh (1999) investigated the ability of non-native speakers to modify
their output for better comprehension. Specifically, 24 non-native speakers of English
representing 11 different L1 backgrounds and 8 native speakers were participating in
the study, in which they performed two communicative tasks: picture-dictation and
opinion-exchange tasks. The 2 tasks were performed in pairs and were audio-taped.
The results showed that most repairs were self-initiated rather than other-initiated for
the native speaker and non-native speaker pairs. But for the non-native and non-native
speaker pairs, interactions produced more other-initiations and other-initiated
modified comprehensible output on the picture-dictation task. This lends strong
support to the importance of modification toward comprehensible output as a process
of second language acquisition.

The interaction hypothesis

Long (1983) states that input alone, although of great importance, is
insufficient. L2 learners need meaningful interaction to acquire an L2. His position is
that it is through conversation that knowledge of grammar rules emerges. In this way,
meaningful conversation that L2 learners engage leads to negotiation for meaning,
which is an enabling factor in L2 acquisition. According to VanPatten and Benati
(2010), “the interaction hypothesis ...claims that through interactions learners may be
led to notice things they wouldn’t notice otherwise, and this noticing can affect
acquisition” (p. 99). The implication of this assertion is that interactions will give
learners ample opportunity to receive negative evidence or corrective feedback, a
mechanism deemed important in enhancing accuracy in the L2.

Sociocultural theory

According to Lantolf and Pavlenko (1995), the principal tenet of socio-cultural
theory (SCT) is the acting together of learners and others, the co-construction of
meaning. In the ultimate sense, there is no solitary learning because,

“[s]ociocultural theorists would maintain that all learning is mediated and that one
form of mediation is private speech” (Ellis, 1999, p. 239). For SCT, performance
constitutes acquisition; no distinction is made between the two (Ellis, 1999). Although



SCT has been utilized in general education e.g., mathematics (Cobb et al., 1990);
history (Pontecorvo and Girardet, 1993); and literacy (Brossard and Magendie, 1993),
as cited in Wells, (1999, p. 331), this paper will center on SCT vis-a-vis second
language teaching/learning. In so doing, the first notion that I will discuss is the zone
of proximal development (ZPD).

Zone of Proximal Development

ZPD posits that learning occurs by moving from the actual level of competency to
the potential (proximal) level. That is, there are two developmental levels in the
learner: “the actual developmental level, which is determined by what the learner can
do alone, and the potential level of development, which can be established by
observing what the learner can do when assisted by an adult or more capable peer”
(De Guerrero and Villamil, 2000, p. 51). One of the very important implications of
this sentiment is that, for Vygotsky, other people, who are regarded as a social
medium, do make contributions to individual learning (Forman, McCormick and
Donato, 1998).

Prolectic teaching refers to the teaching situation in which the novice
participant takes part in constructing contextual knowledge of performing a
certain task under expert guidance and acquires the expert’s strategies for
solving problems. In scaffolding, the novice learners are provided guidance in
performing a task, strategies for solving problem, and support in their attempts
to learn until the task can be performed independently (Donato, 1994; Foley,
1991; Wells, 1994).

It should be noted that to be of true pedagogical benefit (van Lier, 1998),
scaffolding must be temporary in the sense that help is removed when the learner is
deemed capable. Van Lier further suggests that, “the scaffold must be gradually
dismantled as the learner shows signs of being capable of handling more of the task in
question. This process is called handover (...) and without it scaffolding would simply
breed dependence and helplessness™ (p. 166). According to Wood, Bruner, and Ross
(1976), as cited in Donato, 1994, six features exist in scaffolding: 1) recruiting
interest in the task; 2) simplifying the task; 3) maintaining pursuit of the goal; 4)
marking critical features and discrepancies between what has been produced and the
ideal solution; 5) controlling frustration during problem solving, and 6) demonstrating
an idealized version of the act to be performed p. 41).



As suggested by Wells (2000), for the learner to reap benefits from scaffolding
activities, “it is not necessarily the most expert member (s) of the group who are most
helpful in inducting newcomers; participants with relatively little expertise can learn
with and from each other, as well as from those with greater experience. Indeed, in
many situations, there is no expert; in the case of the invention of radically new tools
and practices, this is self-evidently so” (pp. 56-57). This notion resonates well with
the notion of “co-construction” (Jacoby and Ochs, 1995). That is, knowledge, as a
common property under construction and not to be given as “the truth,” and help can
be created and shared in a speech community to which one belongs; members of such
a community can help one another in (re) constructing or reshaping knowledge and
experience.

In short, the emphasis of socio-cultural theory is on the social basis of language
and thought; human beings do not live, think, and act in a vacuum. There is no “I”
that is an isolated “I.” Put another way, knowledge not only resides “in the head,” but
also lies outside in the world; knowledge is our own making.

Kramsch (1995) has pointed out that sociocultural theory of second language
acquisition (SLA) “...emphasizes the fact that cognition is linguistically mediated” (p.
xiX). This is in sharp contrast to writings about SLA research in classroom discourse,
“which [are] grounded in the conduit metaphor of encoding and decoding using
mental representations” (Kramsch, 1995, p. xix). Drawing upon Reddy (1979),
Lantolf (1996) explains that conduit metaphor assumes “that language and minds are
containers that hold thoughts, ideas and meanings” (p. 715). Where the input
hypothesis tends to consider meaning to be fixed, immutable, and to be sent and
received, socio-cultural theory posits that meaning is dynamic, and collaborative, the
implication of which is that we can no longer afford to talk about a single truth with a
capital “T,” but rather multiple truths with a small “t.”

Based upon the foregoing, it is reasonable to assert that socio-cultural theory
maintains that thinking is semiotically mediated—assisted by language whereas, as |
briefly mentioned, second language acquisition research in classroom discourse is still
grounded in the conduit metaphor of encoding and decoding using mental

representations (cf. the input and, to a certain extent, output hypotheses).



The role of socio-cultural theory in L2 instruction

“Classrooms and schools [are regarded] as communities of inquiry”

--Wells, 2000, p. 61.

Kramsch, (1995); Lantolf, (1999); and Wells, (2000), among others, have
convincingly suggested that since socio-cultural theory advocates change and
transformation of participants and settings over time, learning and teaching must be
construed on a more expansive academic landscape than before. Specifically, Wells
(2000) has delineated key instructional implications derived from SCT as follows:

e The classroom is considered a collaborative community.

e Purposeful class activities involve whole persons.

e The situated-ness of such activities is of great importance and unique.

e Curriculum is a means, not an end by itself.

e Learning outcomes, although potentially predetermined to a certain extent,

could be emergent.

e Activities must allow diversity and originality, (pp. 61-62).

Teacher Beliefs

The second part of the literature review will focus on second language (L2)
teacher beliefs in L2 development.

L2 teachers do play a key role in L2 learning and development. As Borg
(2003) puts it, “teachers are active, thinking decision-makers who make instructional
choices by drawing on complex practically-oriented, personalized, and context-
sensitive networks of knowledge, thoughts, and beliefs” (p. 81). In the past decade,
studies have been extensively conducted investigating teacher beliefs and their effects
on L2 learning outcomes. For example, Farrell and Particia (2005) examined teachers’
beliefs and classroom practices about grammar teaching. Some of the major findings
reported were that teachers’ beliefs systems are complex and do not always reflect
their classroom practices and certain beliefs are directly related to their own
instructional contexts.

Moreover, Pajares (1992) argues that although the construct “belief” is
variously defined, its importance and impact on success and/or failure of L2 learning
cannot be ignored. This is because beliefs held by teachers usually reflect strengths

and weaknesses of a given teaching context. It is the teacher belief that determines



teaching techniques, textbooks to be used, classroom activities, and assessment.
Studies conducted by Borg (2001) and Eslami and Fatahi (2008) also support the
significance of teacher beliefs and L2 learning efficacy. For example, Eslami and
Fatahi studied the efficacy beliefs of nonnative English speaking (NNES) Iranian EFL
teachers. EFL teachers' perceptions of their teaching efficacy in terms of personal capabilities
to teach English as a Foreign Language (EFL) and their perceived English language
proficiency level were examined. The findings also revealed that the more efficacious the
teachers felt, the more inclined they were to use communicative-based strategies. The study
has implications for the preparation of NNES teachers and the support they need to develop
their language proficiency, which in turn is related to their perceived self-efficacy.

As mentioned above, while the study of teacher beliefs have been conducted
in many a context, the Thai EFL context has, to date, not been sufficiently studied.
This study constitutes a step in that direction.

Given the importance of teacher beliefs and teaching effectiveness, this study
sought to address the following research questions:

1. What are beliefs of the two exemplary teachers concerning English

teaching in their respective universities?

2. To what extent could such beliefs reflect English teaching challenges in

the Thai EFL context?
Methods

Participants

The two participants were purposively sampled because they were recognized
by their universities as excellent teachers. | first contacted the first participant whose
name is P because | had known the participant as a colleague. | learned about the
second participant whose name is C through a website belonging to the university
where she teaches, which contained an official announcement that C had been given
the teaching excellence award. Both had been teaching English at the university level
for more than 20 years: 23 years for P and 30years for C. The universities they taught
were public universities widely known in Thailand to be premier institutions of higher
learning. Both were located in Bangkok.

Semi-structured interviews

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with the two participants. The
interview with P was conducted at her home on November 19", 2009, whereas C was

interviewed at her office on January 24™, 2009. Each interview lasted approximately 1
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hour. The interviews were tape-recorded and later transcribed by a research assistant.
The scripts were sent to both participants for member checking. Subsequently, the
transcripts were read twice by the main researcher and categorized into several main
themes. Each theme was then supported by direct verbatim so as to provide audit trail.
Findings and Discussion

Building trust

Both P and C concurred that building trust among students is the first step to
success in teaching and learning English. While the notion of trust seems
straightforward, in practice building trust is no small task. For example, P said,

| made it clear from day 1 that English is key to career development in this

globalized word. Even in my academic reading class, | emphasized the

importance of English and its culture. Reading something in English, even if it
contains only 1 or 2 sentences is better than doing nothing...
While P emphasized the utility of English knowledge throughout her teaching, C
approached the issue of trust building differently, by emphasizing the fact that English
has to be the medium of instruction. Through the sole use of English in class, C
believed it could build trust among her students. As she put it,

| used English in teaching English to them, even if the university did not have

a policy requiring English only in class. I did it that way because they should

be exposed to English as much as possible. You see...learning English in

Thailand means, among other things, that English input is not sufficient. So |

think I'll need to give them lots of English...so that they’ll get used to it.

It should be noted that building trust is multi-faceted, necessitating the understanding
of other aspects of L2 learning, such as the four skills of English and availability of
the teacher. For example, P said, “...I usually made sure that students can approach
me easily. So my course syllabus contained my office number, email address and
even my cell phone number. This is important because students should be made to
feel that their teacher is ready to answer their questions about English.”

In conclusion, for both P and C, trust needs to be built so that students will
cooperate in the lessons and that will make the teaching easier. However, how to build
trust (and presumably motivation) depends on both the teacher and students. That is,
the teacher needs to take their teaching seriously, paying close attention to such
pedagogical details as disciplining them in class, teacher availability, use of the target

language as a way to encourage more input to the learners.
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The Issue of Grammar Teaching

In addition to trust building, P and C strongly believed in the importance of
grammar teaching in class. Grammar, which for the past two decades seems to have
been secondary in importance as compared to communicative ability, has been
mentioned as key to linguistic and communicative development for learners. For
example, P said,

In teaching reading to my students, | always pointed out to them that they

would need to differentiate between and among sentence elements. For

example, they were taught about “headwords” and “modifiers.” Doing
contrastive analysis worked for me. | compared and contrasted English
sentence structures with those in Thai. This is done through translation. |
forced them to try to translate from English into Thai. Indeed, | came to
realize that teaching academic reading to less able students, Thai teachers of

English who know both Thai and English may be more appropriate than

English native speakers. This is because those native teachers who do not

understand Thai sentence structures will not be able to correct mistakes made

by Thai students...at least when it comes to explanation.
While P put a considerable emphasis on explicit grammar teaching, C was convinced
that grammar has to be part and parcel of English proficiency development. She aptly
put it that,

Generally speaking, if grammar were not important... although we still can

get our messages across no matter what...but how could we be sure that that

would not lead to communication breakdown. In other words, learners must
be made aware that, on many occasions, accuracy and not just fluency is
needed. One’s communicative competence entails grammatical and pragmatic
competence, you know. But of course how one will learn grammar may differ
from learner to learner.

As for the importance of grammar in L2 class, what P and C said suggests that
grammar was pivotal but how grammar should be taught to the learners depends on
such factors as the learning goals and English proficiency of the learners. Definitely,
for the two participants, grammar has a place in L2 instruction.

Teacher as an inspirer

Both P and C were in agreement that being an English teacher does not restrict
itself to imparting knowledge about English but, more importantly, the teacher must
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inspire learners. In arguing for the enabling role of teacher, P strongly believed that

the teacher must convince students that paying close attention to details in language

would help inspire the learners. She said,
What | did to inspire my students is to devote myself to the teaching.
Oftentimes, | asked them to pay close attention to details of language. Teacher
can hope to inspire by becoming very meticulous. For example, the sound of
the letter “H” which is quite problematic for Thais needs to be made explicit
to them. | even exaggerated my pronunciation of the sound, so that my
students would see how important it is to be accurate in the pronunciation.

As far as C is concerned, what she did to inspire her students was to speak only

English to them. From the analysis of the data, it was apparent that C resorted to using

English all the time both when teaching in class and when meeting students on

campus. She said,
| told my students that English is similar to what you have to do on a daily
basis... Two of my students had changed completely. They changed their
career paths from aiming to become diplomats to being an English teacher.
Well, one of the two students mentioned just now was from a province outside
of Bangkok; she had no experience of listening to English spoken to her by her
English teachers! She told me later that she had been impressed with the fact
that | had spoken English throughout the course.

In addition to serving as a role model herself, C also suggested that students should

read as extensively as possible any print materials such as English newspapers. She

said,
...since you’'re now at this level of education, you must begin to read various
newspapers both in Thai and English. And in reading those papers, you must
be able to read with a critical mind in order to differentiate “right” from
“wrong.” Doing so would help you to go back and forth between the Thai and
English versions of the news. Or you may start by reading Thai news first and
then English, so that you will be able to appreciate how sentence are
structured. Believe me within months, those who practice reading this way will
make big progress in English.
English curriculum

Both P and C suggested that curriculum that is usually mandated by the Ministry of

Education and the Department should be followed with caution. For example, P said,
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Well...I think English curriculum needs to cater to learners’ needs. You know
with an emphasis on language skills development as well as grammar. Once
again, you'll see that I keep referring to grammar. What makes today’s
learners rather weak in English is that the curriculum they re taught by
overemphasizes speaking at the expense of grammar rules...
Hand in hand with this concern is what teacher C said,
We teachers should have same say about English curriculum. I know that the
curriculum is usually mandated by the Ministry of Education and the
university. But that doesn’t mean that we’ve to blindly follow everything in
there. We teachers need to think for ourselves as well about what will or will
not work in class. That is, we need to understand the nature of our students
and then apply those teaching theories with caution. This includes how to
implement the curriculum as well.
As can be seen from the findings above, such external factors as curriculum must
necessarily be applied with care. Teachers should be in a position to have autonomy
to make the most of the language curriculum. Indeed, teacher autonomy and learner
autonomy, a more widely known construct, cannot be separated from each other if we
are to achieve instructional efficacy.
Learning assessment
Concerning learning outcome assessment, both P and C viewed this issue as a
routine part of a teaching job. That is, assessment needs to follow the common
practice as set by their respective universities e.g., mid-term exam and final exam or
small quizzes. However, what should be of concern regarding this issue is that writing
up exam questions is a task that needs great care. Question items must reflect what
has been taught and should be not overly difficult. C said, “exam questions are tailor-
made. I’ll have to write exam questions following the rubrics previously fixed. And
then we’ll have meetings to discuss those items and see if they are appropriate.” And
P said that, “question items must have multiple levels of difficulty. The exam as a
whole must measure what has been taught...You see...it’s more an achievement test
than a proficiency test. And | think that’s appropriate.” According to Davison and
Leung (2009), the role of the teacher in assessment is gaining currency, leading to
“teacher-based assessment (TBA) [that] highlights and problematizes the
interrelationship between assessment and many other areas of TESOL such as

language policy, teacher development, language teaching methodology...” (p. 389).
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Based on the above assertion, it is obvious that assessment is now considered a vital
part of SLA. Assessment must take into consideration language rights and ethical
dimensions of language testing. (Shohamy, 2001)

The Big Picture of English Language Teaching in Thailand

When asked to comment on the holistic picture of English teaching in
Thailand, both P and C were in agreement that more needs to be done. In her
explanation C used a “pendulum metaphor,” suggesting that teaching approaches are
similar to fashion; they come and go. Before jumping on a bandwagon, the teacher
should exercise critical thinking, figuring out him/herself whether such a newfangled
teaching innovation rightly addresses his/her teaching concern. As C aptly put it,

1 think a lot is subject to ‘pendulum swing’...You see...But we should not be

easily led by such a swing; rather, we need to think for ourselves as to what is

right and what is not quite OK. We should think about our own teaching

situations, learning goals... Whatever it takes to make our students become

better English users...we should do it...I think.
And P suggested that teaching approaches and methods are like a general framework.
We should not be too rigid in our decision either to follow new teaching trends or to
reject them first hand. What really matters is our true and sincere understanding of our
students. She said,

Teaching methods or approaches are guidelines...somewhat like a general

framework. We should not become enslaved to them. But what we should do

instead is to take our teaching seriously. By that [ mean we 've to understand

our own conditions first: the nature of students, the purpose of teaching...And

we adjust ourselves accordingly...You see...
Conclusion

This interview study examined beliefs of two Thai EFL university lecturers
who have been recognized as being exemplary teachers in their respective
universities. The analysis of interview data pointed to several key components that, in
the eyes of the participants, could potentially lead to the improvement of English
teaching in Thailand, especially at the university level. Those components are the
importance of trust building, the issue of grammar teaching, teacher as an inspirer,
English curriculum and learning assessment. The participants strongly believed that
being a good teacher means, among other things, an ability to build trust and

confidence among the learners. Moreover, considerable improvement is needed when
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it comes to language teaching. Teaching methods should be chosen with care.
Assessment should be a tool to help learners learn from their mistakes rather than a
gatekeeper.

From a second language acquisition (SLA) perspective, the participants made
it clear that the “input and output” SLA model that emphasizes the cognitive-
computational dimension of L2 learning is insufficient in its explanatory power. For
what matters most is the nature of interaction that takes place between the teacher and
the learners. Being a caring teacher, devoted to the educational “well-being” of the
learners is important.

The participants’ beliefs as narrated above also reflect English teaching
challenges in the Thai EFL context on many fronts. For instance, a long-standing
debate as to whether grammar should be taught is no longer an issue, according to the
participants. That is, teaching grammar in context (focus on form) must be
incorporated in English lessons. Thai learners must be more strongly encouraged to
put more effort in learning English. They will have to “make a linguistic living” on
their own; waiting to be spoon-fed is not going to be tolerated. Indeed, learner
autonomy that focuses on learner becoming more responsible for their own learning
will need to be reiterated. Based on the aforementioned discussion, good lessons from
good language teachers are no mystery, especially those shared by the research
participants. They are lessons that require real action. Good language teachers cannot

simply talk the talk; they must walk the walk.
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