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Abstract – Reflective teaching is a process whereby teachers critically think about and 

analyze the way they teach and the effects this has on their students’ learning, and how this 

might be improved or changed for better classroom outcomes. Reflection itself is a response 

to a teaching and learning experience and involves recollection and examination as a basis for 

evaluation and decision making, as well as a source for planning and action (Bartlett, 1990; 

Richards, 1990). This paper will emphasize the importance of (ongoing) reflective practice 

for teacher development, to include highlighting nine tools for professional growth: journals, 

lesson reports, surveys and questionnaires, video recording and analysis, classroom 

observations, action research, language learning autobiography, language teaching 

autobiography, and teaching philosophy statement. The overall aim, much through the 

author’s own experiences, is to emphasize the need to firmly understand one’s beliefs, values, 

and goals as a language teacher, constantly challenge our espoused views of learning and 

teaching, and blossom into the best possible versions of ourselves for the students we teach. 

Keywords: beliefs, reflective teaching, teacher training, language learning, professional 

development, apprenticeship of observation   

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

“Do you teach (or do you want to teach) the way you’ve been taught (the way you were 

taught)?” This is a question I regularly pose to my teacher trainee students in the Graduate 

School of Education (GSE), Graduate School of TESOL (GS TESOL), TESOL Professional 

Education Center (TPEC), and English Education (EE – for undergraduates) at Hankuk 

University of Foreign Studies (HUFS), in Seoul, South Korea. Through the different courses 

my colleagues and I teach in these four departments, to include the four language skills, 

grammar, methodology and approaches, education theories, linguistics, materials 

development, curriculum design, testing, multimedia, and culture, among many others for a 

wide variety of contexts, to include young learners, middle and high school students, and 

adults, we thoroughly try to examine what are widely considered as best practices in our 

field, both over time and current issues and trends. While doing so, one thing that routinely 

comes up is Lortie’s (1975) “apprenticeship of observation,” which is comprised of your 

collective years as a student observing many different teachers – “13,000 hours” (dating back 

to elementary school) to be exact (although this number is probably much higher in places 

like South Korea where private education can account for an additional twenty or more hours 

a week, often times geared towards passing public school and university entrance exams).  
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Lortie utilizes this notion to describe the phenomenon that the majority of teachers tend 

to teach very similarly to the ways they’ve been instructed over a lengthy history in 

educational settings, and contends that many beliefs teachers hold about teaching originate 

from their personal experiences as learners. How can we not internalize our teachers’ beliefs, 

behaviors, and practices on some level, likely to a great extent? Kennedy (1990) rightly 

points out that teachers acquire seemingly indelible imprints from their own (classroom) 

experiences as students and these imprints are tremendously difficult to shake. So when our 

Korean students encounter new ideas and techniques via active, learner-centered experiential 

learning and reflective practice, and ones that strongly emphasize that a teacher’s primary 

responsibility for students is to help maximize opportunities for meaningful communication, 

they can clearly see stark differences with the teacher-centered, test heavy experiences 

they’ve endured over the years, and often note that if they had learned language in the ways 

that we try to present it, language learning would have been much more enriching, valuable, 

and fun – which is the type of learning environment they yearn to provide for their students. 

The issue, of course, is how you do this in the face of an institutionalized system that is 

heavily geared towards testing.  

While our students are excited about the myriad language learning possibilities (i.e. 

tasks, activities, lessons, and courses), some that we are able to share and teach given the 

limited time we have with them, and others we encourage to explore and try out via 

textbooks, resource publications, websites, etc., their feelings are often tempered by the clear 

limitations a behemoth testing system and culture imposes. To address this, we encourage our 

students to make little changes over time, ones that are possible within the confines of the 

administrative requirements wherever they may work. But, it always seems to circle back to 

time – the “13,000-hour (plus) apprenticeship of observation” versus, as one example, the 

160-170 hours of training that our TPEC students get over the course of a mere 18 weeks. 

True, some of these students do pursue graduate level education, but most do not. This means 

that they need to be encouraged to routinely engage in reflective practice and teacher 

development long after the program is over (Boud & Walker, 1998). 

 

2. TOOLS FOR REFLECTIVE PRACTICE 

A. Journals (written or recorded accounts of teaching experiences) 

B. Lesson reports (written accounts that describe main features of a lesson) 

C. Surveys and questionnaires (direct feedback from students about a class or course) 

D. Video recording and analysis (real-time digital camera or cell phone recordings) 

E. Classroom observations (from or of colleagues about specific aspects of teaching) 

F. Action research (projects conducted with the intent of bringing about change in some 

part of the class with subsequent monitoring of the effects) (Richards, 1996) 

G. Language learning autobiography (a summary of one’s language learning history) 

H. Language teaching autobiography (a summary of one’s language teaching history)  

I. Teaching philosophy statement (firm beliefs about language learning and teaching)  
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A. Journals 

Journals serve a dual purpose: to record events and ideas for reflection later and to trigger 

insights about teaching (which is a type of discovery process). You can write about personal 

reactions to things that happen in the classroom, questions or observations about specific 

problems that take place, descriptions of significant aspects of lessons, and/or ideas for future 

analysis and reminders to take action on (Richards, 1996). The intent and purpose can be 

achieved both on your own and through an ongoing dialogue with students in written form 

(i.e. dialogue journals or reflection papers) (Peyton & Reed, 1990; Peyton, 2000) or via 

conferences (individual or group), which you could record, take notes, and/or process in 

writing later for a record of the interaction.  

If you plan to keep your own journal, write and reflect in it as often as possible, to 

include making detailed notes and noting specific instructive ideas for classroom 

improvement. This can go a long way to strengthening every aspect of what happens in the 

classroom, from preparing and planning to execution. Depending on the need (e.g. teaching a 

course for the very first time) or your experience, after every lesson may or may not be 

excessive (which is an important consideration). But do so on a regular basis and be 

consistent about it (Smyth, 1993). Although likely personal, cooperation or collaboration with 

colleagues, whereby a few or several people meet to share and discuss their journal ideas, can 

be even more beneficial (Liston & Zeichner, 1996).  

As a dialogue with students, have a detailed conversation on the page or casual but 

engaging conference in person, which can be done as often as you deem necessary, yet limit 

the number of times so that the quality of information isn’t compromised (especially if 

students end up perceiving it as a classroom routine). When doing so, make sure that they 

focus strictly on their language learning experiences, to include their learning needs and 

wants, what is helping and hindering their learning, how useful classroom activities and 

lessons are or aren’t, what they like and dislike about the class, suggestions to improve the 

course (to include methods and materials), any problems that may be occurring (usually about 

classroom content and assignments, although personal issues may arise), significant 

achievements they’ve accomplished, future plans and goals and ways they can go about 

achieving them, and any connections that they can make to other courses or the program 

overall.  

In Appendix A, I’ve included an example of a reflection paper (which addresses many 

of the items above), to include my written dialogue with the student. You’ll notice that it’s 

strictly limited to a conversation of and reaction to ideas (i.e. content only). Absolutely no 

attention is being paid to grammar, spelling, or any other writing mechanics, which would 

defeat the purpose of the assignment as you want students to write as much as possible and in 

as much specific detail as possible. This particular paper was for a class called, “English 

Listening 1” in the GSE (Spring 2016), which focused both on developing listening skills and 

teaching listening in a wide variety of contexts (from young learners to adults). This is just 

one of 27 papers I collected at the end of the semester, which I’ve done for the past four 

years. That’s an enormous amount of information that goes a very long way, together with 

my own journal entries, to shape every part of this course (which I’ve taught five times to 

date) – and why journals, in whatever form they take, are indispensable learning tools (ones 

I’m making more and more use of the longer I teach). 
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B. Lesson Reports 

Lesson reports allow teachers to recall the main features of a lesson, which are simple 

procedures for monitoring all aspects of what happened in class on a particular day. When 

writing one, it’s important to consider all of the following aspects: 

 Context (age and level of your students – to include consideration of any and all 
differences among them, as well as their learning preferences) 

 Language focus (the target language and specific language skills) 

 Aim or student learning objective (what your students should be able to do by the end 
of the lesson) 

 Steps and sequence (what students do in every part of the lesson and the carefully 

constructed order and pace in which they are done – to include establishing rapport, 

creating interest and motivation via the introduction, utilizing an effective framework 

like PDP to present and maximize student practice of the target language, having a 

nice variety of tasks, getting feedback at the end, summarizing or reviewing what has 
been learned and relating this to overall course goals, etc.) 

 Assessment (how you will determine if your students are learning what you intended) 

 Materials and equipment (all the tools that are used in the lesson – e.g. textbooks, 
handouts, visual aids, computer and projector, flip chart and markers, etc.) 

 Students’ background knowledge and abilities (what your students know and are 
capable of) 

 Challenges and solutions (what the hardest parts of the lesson are and how to 
appropriately scaffold them) 

 Authenticity (how what is being taught connects the classroom to students’ lives 
outside of it) 

 Connections (how the lesson connects to what was previously learned and what will 

be learned in classes following it) (Serdyukov & Ryan, 2008) 

Below are some questions that you can ask during the lesson to ensure that you are 

maximizing the help you’re providing students and minimizing any (potential) hindrances: 

 Did I warmly greet and welcome students (establish rapport) and gain their attention? 

 Did I inform the students of the aim or learning objective and agenda for the day? 

 Did I stimulate recollection of prior learning (e.g. from the previous lesson)? 

 Do students understand me and what I’m trying to teach? Am I easy to understand, 
comprehend, and follow? 

 Am I pleasant, engaging, and joyful? Have I left any and all personal issues at the 

door and am fully dedicated to my students? Am I sufficiently praising and 

encouraging them? 

 Is my voice loud and clear? Am I poised, confident and in control? 

 Are my instructions explicit enough? Am I modeling and demonstrating them as 
much as possible (versus simply telling – and doing so too quickly)? 

 Am I providing enough examples and in various ways (specifically to help integrate 
and internalize new knowledge well)? 
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 Is this content too difficult for them? Too easy? Engaging, motivating, interesting, 

etc.? Are the students focused and attentive – or are they bored, uninterested, and 

distracted? 

 Should I try teaching this in a different way (i.e. is this the most effective way 
possible)? 

 Is this task or step taking too much time? Am I rushing? Am I teaching my lesson 
plan or the students? 

 Is this task and/or lesson going as planned? If not, do I like the direction it’s going in 
or how can I change course? 

 Do students need more time than I’m giving them to complete tasks? Am I giving 
them too much time? Is my pacing appropriate? 

 Do students have everything they need in order to do the task(s)? 

 Am I providing a sufficient amount of scaffolding? Am I providing too much (i.e. am 

I doing the work they need to be doing)? 

 Am I asking the right questions to facilitate deep learning and retention of the content 
(as well as making connections to what students already know)? 

 Is this task relevant to the aim or student learning objective of the lesson? 

 Is the sequence appropriate for the framework I’m utilizing? 

 How student-centered is the lesson? Is it overly teacher-centered? Am I maximizing 

student talking time and minimizing teacher talking time (being mindful of who needs 
practice of the language)? 

 How are my classroom management skills? Am I organizing, facilitating, guiding, and 
monitoring to the best of my ability? 

 Are my grouping arrangements (e.g. alone, pairs, small or large groups, or whole class 

mingling) effective? 

 How is my language proficiency? Have I made any errors – or there any errors on any 
of the materials I’m using? 

 How am I handling any cultural aspects? 

At the end of the lesson, here are some questions you can make use of for your report: 

 Overall, did the lesson go well (i.e. was it successful)? Why or why not? 

 What did the learners actually learn in the lesson? Did my intentions completely come 
to fruition?  

 What were the most successful parts of the lesson? What were the least successful? 
What didn’t they respond well to? 

 What helped and hindered learning (all the way through the lesson)? 

 What problems occurred? Did I handle them well? 

 What did the students like most about the lesson? Least?  

 Do I need to re-teach any aspects of the lesson? What should I recycle or revisit? 

 Did I do anything differently than usual? If so, what impact did this have? 

 Did I depart from my lesson plan? If so, why? Did the change make things better or 
worse? 

 Should I have tried to use alternative teaching approaches or techniques?  
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 Will I teach the material in the same way next time? What would I do differently if I 
taught the same lesson again? 

 What would be a suitable follow-up lesson? 

 What have I learned about my students that I can account for in future lesson 
planning? 

 Was my teaching philosophy reflected in the lesson? 

 Did I discover anything new about my teaching? 

 What changes do I think I should make in my teaching?  

(Harmer, 1998; Brown, 2001; Scrivener, 2011; Hughes, 2014)  

 

C. Surveys and Questionnaires 

In addition to journals and lesson reports, it’s important to get feedback directly from 

students (like reflection papers) in the form of surveys or questionnaires. These can be done 

daily, weekly, monthly, at the end of the course – as often as you think it will be necessary. 

The only caveat would be overdoing it as, again, it could compromise the quality of 

responses, especially if it feels like an assignment. For the 16-week courses I teach in the 

GSE and GS TESOL at HUFS, I only do it once or twice during the semester – halfway 

through and/or on the last day of class. As the classes are held just once a week, and each one 

is only 90 minutes, I feel like more than this would be overkill. The only way I will do it 

twice is if I’m teaching two skills, for example, “Teaching Listening and Speaking” (as I did 

for GS TESOL in Spring 2016). In this case, students had to reflect on both skills separately – 

once in the 8th week and a second time in the 16th week. What follows is a list of questions I 

asked GS TESOL (Spring 2015) students for a course called, “TESOL 2,” which focused on 

how to teach the four language skills: 

1. Do you feel like you can teach each of the four language skills better now than at 

beginning of the course? 

2. Did you benefit from taking an experiential approach in this class (i.e. learning by 

doing)?  

3. What is your opinion about the materials we used and that I sent you? 

4. What, if anything, did you not like about the course? Is there anything that you would 

advice me to change or modify? 

5. What are some things I didn’t go over/cover that you wish I would have – or that you 

wish I would have spent more time on (*consider the time constraints)? In other 

words, is there anything that you would advice me to add to the course in the future? 

6. Do you think my assessment criteria was appropriate – learning and teaching 

questions, required reading assignments, activity route map plans, reflection papers, 

and attendance and participation? 

7. Do you think you benefitted from creating four activity route map plans? How about 

two reflection papers (which were designed to help you pause, recall and critically 

think about everything you learned in each half of the course)? 

8. How can I make this class better for future GS TESOL students? 

9. Any final comments or requests? 
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As you can see, I focused on skill development, utilization of experiential learning, materials, 

likes and dislikes, possible omissions and time issues, assessment criteria, assignments, and 

suggestions for improvement. There are, of course, many other possibilities, particularly 

considering the frequency with which you choose to use surveys and questionnaires. These 

could include reactions to classroom arrangements, specific tasks and activities or lessons, or 

whatever else you want to know your students’ thoughts about. No matter what you choose to 

ask about, surveys and questionnaires are great ways to get information about the affective 

domain of teaching and learning, to include beliefs, attitudes, motivation, and preferences 

(Richards, 1996). One very important thing that I do after I’ve collected the feedback is 

summarize (and later analyze) it. In doing so, I divide it into two parts: positive aspects and 

suggestions for improvement. In Appendix B, you can clearly see that students gave me an 

incredible amount of helpful information (in both papers) that was very specific. Think about 

how this will help me prepare for and design all aspects of the course the next time I teach it. 

Honestly, I can’t think of a better resource for this purpose.  

 

D. Video Recording and Analysis 

Another helpful tool is video recording and analysis of lessons. This is something that was an 

integral part of my graduate school internship at a maximum security prison in western 

Massachusetts back in 2003 (where I taught advanced listening skills via authentic content). 

The main objective was to identify everything that helped and hindered learning during three 

different lessons. To facilitate this, my internship supervisor utilized many of the questions 

from the lesson reports section above to help guide me. Watching and observing yourself 

certainly isn’t the easiest thing to do (as most people don’t even like to hear the sound of their 

own voice), but it could arguably be the very best tool at a teacher’s disposal as, by capturing 

the events themselves in real time, it isn’t a subjective impression of teaching. The idea is to 

state exactly what you saw and your feelings or interpretations of what happened. As Schratz 

(1992: 89) states: “(Video recordings) are powerful instruments in the development of a 

(teacher’s) self-reflective competence (as they provide the student with a) mirror-like 

“objective” view of what goes on in class, (which can) give a valuable insight into an 

individual teacher’s growth in experience over the years.”  

I can think of no better recent example of this than the May 2013 TED talk from Bill 

Gates titled, “Teachers need real feedback” (Gates, 2013). As he states at minute 0:37:  

“We all need people who will give us feedback. That's how we improve. Unfortunately, 

there's one group of people who get almost no systematic feedback to help them do their jobs 

better, and these people have one of the most important jobs in the world. I'm talking about 

teachers. When Melinda and I learned how little useful feedback most teachers get, we were 

blown away…The system we have today isn't fair to them. It's not fair to students.”  

Later at minute 4:13 he talks about an important project the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation 

is doing, which is working with 3,000 teachers in the United States on a project called 

“Measures of Effective Teaching.” He notes here that:  

“We had observers watch videos of teachers in the classroom and rate how they did on a 

range of practices. For example, did they ask their students challenging questions? Did they 

find multiple ways to explain an idea? We also had students fill out surveys with questions 
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like, ‘Does your teacher know when the class understands a lesson?’ ‘Do you learn to correct 

your mistakes?’”  

Following this, he gets at the crux of the matter:  

“And what we found is very exciting. First, the teachers who did well on these observations 

had far better student outcomes. And second, teachers in the program told us that these 

videos and these surveys from the students were very helpful diagnostic tools, because they 

pointed to specific places where they can improve.”  

As an example, they focus on Sarah Brown Wessling, a high school English teacher at 

Johnston High School in Johnston, Iowa. She shows how she uses a Flip camera and a tripod 

to record her classes on a regular basis and, more importantly, emphasizes that using a video:  

“Offers us a certain degree of reality. You can't really dispute what you see on the video, and 

there is a lot to be learned from that, and there are a lot of ways that we can grow as a 

profession(al) when we actually get to see this…it really has been a simple but powerful tool 

in my own reflection.”  

When she finishes taping, she uploads the video to her computer, watches it and observes 

herself, takes notes (as part of a discovery process), and then uses whatever she’s able to 

glean from this process for personal growth and professional development, which involve all 

facets of what goes on in the classroom. This is precisely the same thing I do (with the same 

tools – a Flip camera with a wide-angle lens and tripod) for my students for both the TPEC 

and graduate school students whenever they do 15 to 25-minute microteaching or practicum 

demonstrations. Just like me, they find it difficult to watch themselves, but note how 

powerful and effective it is. I encourage them to keep doing this long after the program is 

over, and emphasize its importance with this TED talk.  

 

E. Classroom Observations 

Observation of other teachers is yet another possibility. The basic idea is to visit a colleague’s 

class (or have someone come to yours) and observe an array of different aspects of teaching. 

Again, the questions for lesson reports would be very useful for this purpose – or, even better, 

the YOGA Form for teacher assessment developed by Alvino E. Fantini at the School for 

International Training and is included in “Resources in Teacher Education” (Freeman & 

Cornwell, 1993). The acronym YOGA stands for Your Objectives, Guidelines, and 

Assessment. Essentially, the form address how teachers teach, how they’re progressing, and 

how their skills compare with a series of competencies, which are: 

 Interpersonal relations (e.g. establishing and building rapport, effectively managing 

the classroom, maintaining a safe classroom environment, etc.) 

 Cultural/intercultural knowledge (knowledge and understanding of the target 

language culture, cultural differences, intercultural conflicts, etc.) 

 Language/linguistic knowledge (demonstrating competence with grammar, lexis, 

phonology, etc.) 

 Language acquisition and learning (understanding of learning styles, learning 

strategies, factors that help versus hinder learning, etc.) 
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 Language teaching (expertise in course design, lessons and implementation, 

assessment and feedback, etc.),  

 Professionalism (demonstrates professional conduct, follows administrative policies 

and procedures, pursues professional development, etc.).  

All six of these are rated on the following scale: 0/-1+/-2+/-3+, with “0” meaning not 

applicable or observed, “1” room for growth and development, “2” acceptable, and “3” 

competent. At the end of the form, there is a section titled, “Synthesis and 

Recommendations,” which focuses on strong points and areas for further exploration and 

development.  

While the YOGA Form is very thorough and expertly designed, as well as highly 

recommended (even to adapt or modify as necessary for your unique teaching context), a 

classroom observation form should at least follow a three-part structure: planning (which 

details the specific purpose or focus and procedures, criteria, time and place, and what will 

happen with the notes or forms – which necessitates a pre-observation session with the 

teacher), procedures (the precise manner in which the observation will be carried out on the 

given day and time – which need to be clearly spelled out in advance so that there are no 

surprises for anyone in the classroom), and post-visitation (which entails discussing the 

results with the teacher as soon as possible, making the notes or forms accessible to both the 

teacher and necessary administrative members, providing any recommendations for 

improvements and suggestions about how to do so, and talking about possible plans for future 

classroom visits). (Richards and Lockhart, 1991-1992).  

Even though the benefits of classroom observations mirror those of video recordings, 

teachers tend to equate observation (gathering information) with evaluation (job 

performance), and fear what the results may lead to (Richards, 1996). This is exactly the 

reason why, for example, we haven’t yet implemented observations in TPEC, which I’m the 

Coordinator for. It’s something that has come up in administrative meetings over the years, 

but our reluctance to move forward with these is rooted in a potentially negative perception 

of what they may mean. This is a shame as there’s so much our teachers could learn from one 

another – and a reason why it might be time to talk about this valuable tool again in the near 

future. 

 

F. Action Research 

Finally, a very important part of professional development is action research. Gregory (1988) 

and Kemmis and McTaggart (1988) defined action research as a type of teacher-initiated 

classroom investigation which seeks to increase the teacher’s understanding of classroom 

teaching and learning, and to bring about change in classroom practices. These are generally 

small projects that teachers use to investigate what goes on in their classroom(s), and can 

consist of five phases (in this order):  

1. Planning (selecting an issue or concern to examine in detail and a suitable procedure 

for collecting information and setting a goal) 

2. Action (planning the action, collecting the information, and trying to reach the goal) 
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3. Observation and reflection (analyzing the information and making decisions about 

what changes might be necessary) 

4. Re-planning (developing an action plan to help bring about the change in classroom 

behavior) 

5. Implementation (putting the plan into action, observing the action taken, reflecting on 

the observation of the action taken, and initiating additional cycles as necessary) 

(Adapted from Richards, 1996) 

 

G-H. Language Learning Autobiography and Language Teaching Autobiography 

In addition to what teacher trainees can and should do after leaving our programs, it’s 

important for them to reflectively examine their language learning and teaching experiences 

and beliefs in some degree of depth during them for the very reason Freeman (1992: 3) notes: 

“the memories of instruction gained through their ‘apprenticeship of observation’ function as 

de facto guides for teachers as they approach what they do in the classroom” and (as I alluded 

to earlier) “the urge to change and the pull to do what is familiar (or required) create a central 

tension in (both) teachers’ thinking about (and engagement with) their practice.” Two of the 

best ways to do this are the language learning autobiography and language teaching 

autobiography (i.e. summaries of one’s language learning and language teaching histories). 

These are highly effective instruments to help teacher trainees examine their own 

‘apprenticeship of observation’ and how their beliefs about learning and teaching are shaped, 

to include their teaching philosophy (the explicit stating of which is another important 

exercise that they can do in an effort to be crystal clear about their ultimate aims or objectives 

as language teachers).  

The learning and teaching autobiographies and teaching philosophy assignment were a 

critical part of my graduate school education. For this reason, I plan to use all three of these 

in a TPEC class I coordinate and teach called, “Teaching English Language Skills,” which 

focuses on how (mainly) to teach the four language skills, as well as (partly) grammar, lexis, 

and pronunciation – particularly as a vital awareness-raising endeavor (Ellis, 1985; Freeman, 

1989; Larsen-Freeman & Anderson, 2011). Until now, I’ve just held a discussion in the 

second part of the first day of class (after establishing and building rapport and covering 

administrative matters) based on the following questions (which are for both experienced 

teachers and those without any teaching experience): 

 What are the characteristics of good language learners? 

 What are some purposes of learning English (i.e. Why learn English?)? What are 
(have been) your purposes? 

 How did you learn English? What effect did your English teachers and the way they 
taught have on you? 

 What do you think are the best ways to learn a language? What strategies have proven 
effective for you? Ineffective? 

 Why do some learners find it more difficult to learn a language than others? 

 What has been the most effective language learning environment for you? What 
environments haven’t been helpful?  
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 What motivates you when you are learning a new language? What factors tend to 
lower your motivation? 

 What is the purpose of teaching? 

 What are the different roles of a teacher in the classroom (e.g. organizer, facilitator, 
guide, etc.)? 

 What are the qualities of a good teacher? What skills and knowledge do they need (in 
the classroom)?  

 Who was the best teacher you’ve ever had? Why did this person have such an impact 
on you? 

 What are (will be) your strengths as a language teacher? What are (do you think are) 
your limitations? 

 What does learning how to teach (better) require (e.g. time, practice, etc.)? 

 What is the best way to teach each of the four skills? Give examples. 

 Do you think observing other teachers and/or yourself (via video) is helpful in any 

way? 

I put students in pairs or small groups and then move around the class and visit with 

each one for about 5-10 minutes. Through the discussion, one of the most interesting things 

that arises is the issue of teacher personality – a little understood, yet profoundly impactful 

force in the classroom and on learners. Teacher trainees naturally want to select the best traits 

of the teachers they most admire and respect (which include being hard-working, devoted, 

diligent, caring, nurturing, comforting, respectful, humorous, entertaining, and relatable, 

among many others); to emulate and model their behavior and characteristics, and even 

identity. The opposite, of course, is true for poor teaching models – identifying ways they 

don’t want to teach, or the kind of teachers they don’t want to be (Bailey et al., 1996). This is 

just one example of why I feel this is a terrific exercise. But, because so many other 

interesting things come up, I feel severely limited or restricted by time, which often prevents 

me from being able to properly debrief (at length) at the end of class. Instead, I just refer 

them to a collection of fifteen supplementary resources that provide many of the answers they 

seek through the discussion (to include what effective language teachers and good language 

learners are, key language learning strategies and how to use them, etc.). This always leaves 

me feeling like I’m not milking this nearly as much as I could or should – hence the planned 

move to autobiographies and a philosophy paper from next semester.  

In order to write a language learning autobiography, which you can find plenty of 

examples of online, some guiding questions are needed. Bailey et al. (1996) provide some: 

1. What language learning experiences have you had and how successful have they 

been? What are your criteria for success? 

2. If you were clearly representative of all language learners, what would we have 

learned about language learning from reading your autobiography? What can be 

learned about effective (and ineffective) teaching by reading your biography? 

3. How has your experience as a language learner influenced you as a language teacher? 

Through these questions, students need to include a timeline of their learning (to include 

education and language acquisition), critical incidents, trends, and salient factors, theories, 

methods, strategies, materials and content, and people that influenced their development as 

language learners. For a language teaching autobiography, you could, for the most part, 
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simply switch out “language learning” and “language learner” with “language teaching” and 

“language teacher,” and include most of these same points, plus identify who you think you 

are as a language teacher, how you teach language, and your mission or manifesto.  

 

I. Teaching Philosophy Statement 

The mission or manifesto is an explicit statement of your teaching philosophy. In our GS 

TESOL program here at HUFS, students have two choices for their final project: a thesis or a 

portfolio. For the portfolio, one of the most important documents that they have to include is 

a teaching philosophy statement. This is something I originally did as a graduate school 

student myself, but have since revised for some job applications. I can’t overstate the 

importance of explaining precisely and concisely (in usually 1-2 pages) your conception of 

learning and teaching (to include your beliefs, values, and goals – and how you enact and 

assess the latter), a detailed description of how you teach (to include your core approaches, 

methods, and strategies, a set of criteria or standards to judge the quality of your teaching, 

and evidence of your effectiveness – to include creating an inclusive learning environment), 

and the justifications for why you teach this way. Not only is it a critical exercise for 

students, but it’s an extremely informative document for potential employers, and, most 

importantly, the truest representation of who you are as a language teacher (or at least should 

be). (Cornell 2016) Speaking of should, teaching philosophy statements need to offer 

evidence of practice (specific and personal examples and experiences rather than vague 

references to educational jargon or formulaic statements), convey reflectiveness (to show that 

a teacher is thoughtful and can discuss their approach to instructional challenges and plans for 

future pedagogical development), and communicates that teaching is valued (to include a 

teacher’s enthusiasm and commitment to teaching). (O’Neal, Meizlish & Kaplan, 2007). 

Once you’ve written your teaching philosophy statement, it’s critically important to enact it 

via modeling in the classroom. In other words, you have to say it, do it, and be it – every 

single day, for each lesson or class.  

 

3. CONCLUSION 

In summary, teachers first need a better and firm understanding of their own assets, beliefs, 

and values, and steadily work towards improving their competencies. The autobiography 

assignments and teaching philosophy statement allows teachers to do just that, as, 

collectively, they constitute a systematic examination of emerging philosophies and goals, 

and professional identity – the why behind our beliefs (which may be derived from other 

personal experiences such as family traditions and values, social encounters, community 

participation, popular culture, teacher preparation, observing teachers, professional 

development, and scholarly literature, exist on many levels from global to personal and serve 

as overarching frameworks for understanding and engaging with the world, and can be 

thought of as guiding principles teachers' hold to be true that serve as lenses through which 

new experiences can be understood). As each person has a unique history, these assignments 

result in a great sense of individuality and empowerment. These really are the first steps of 

the reflection process. Without them, beliefs, and their influence, will likely or largely be 

unexamined by teachers because so many are implicit, unarticulated, or unconscious. And 
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failing to examine beliefs can have negative consequences as they guide practice and 

priorities, determined what is ignored, influence decision-making, and shape what types of 

interactions are valued. Fundamentally, teachers' beliefs shape their professional practice. 

Hence from there, it’s only through sustained introspection and deeper levels of self-

awareness (Celce-Murcia & Larsen-Freeman, 1999), to include constantly challenging our 

espoused views and altering as necessary, by utilizing all the aforementioned tools (from 

journals to action research), that will allow us to develop professionally, which should be the 

primary aim of teachers committed to a lifelong adventure with the craft.   
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