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Abstract: This article reports on a study of teacher perceptions concerning teacking behaviors and
aititudes that contribute to effective foreign language teaching and learning. The data were collected
by means of a questionnaire to which 457 postsecondary foreign language teachers of French,
German, and Spanish who are members of ACTFL responded. Based on curvent research on second
language acquisition (SLA), various teaching behaviors and attitudes of effective foreign
language teachers were identified for inclusion on the questionnaire. The resulis indicate an emerging
professional consensus regarding a number of teacher behaviors and attitudes related to foreign
language teaching. The mote that is known about teacher beliefs, the more likely the profession will
be to create models for foreign language teacher preparation and evaluation that reflect relevant

behaviors and attitudes of foreign language teaching.
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introduction

In the last 50 years, many researchers and professionals responsible for teacher development and
evaluation have sought 10 establish criteria for assessing effective teaching. While there is fittle
agreement regarding which specific behaviors constitute effective teaching, researchers agree at
Jeast on some dimensions that describe effective teaching in general, regardless of subject mat-
ter. These include enthusiasm/expressiveness, clarity of explanation, and rapport/interaction
(Murray, 1991). Researchers also agree that ieaching is multidimensional, and that even though
these dimensions may vary according to setting and discipline, they are still consistent to some
degree across disciplines.

Very little research has been conducted regarding discipline-specific teaching behaviors and
attitudes of teachers (Brosh, 1996; Schulz, 2000). Because every teaching and learning situation
is context specific and because disciplines differ, some teaching behaviors and artitudes are
considered more relevant in one discipline than in another (Murray & Renaud, 1993). For
example, lecturing may be effective in a history course but not in a beginning foreign language
course. Yet, in most cases, the history teacher and foreign language teacher might be evaluated
using exactly the same criteria (Sternberg & Horvath, 1995). Thus, while some teaching behav-
‘ors are considered to be effective regardless of discipline, there are also teaching behaviors and
attitudes that are considered to be discipline specific.

As stated above, the research literature suggests that there is no one single accepted
definition of effective foreign language teaching. Foreign language teaching is a complex, multi-
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dimensional process that means different things to different
people. For the purpose of this study, the definition of effec-
tive foreign language teaching is clear and enthusiastic
teaching that provides learners with the grammatical (syn-
tactical and morphological}, lexical, phonological, prag-
matic, and sociocultaral knowledge and interactive prac-
tice they need to communicate successfully in the target
language. To this end, this study first identified teaching
behaviors and attitudes that are specific to foreign language
teaching. It then identified teaching behaviors and teacher
attitudes that are perceived by postsecondary foreign lan-
guage teachers to be particularly effective in foreign lan-
guage teaching!

Recent Trends in Foreign Language
Teaching

Current trends in the way foreign languages are taught
provide insight into teaching behaviors and attitudes that
foreign language teachers and researchers believe to be
effective. During the past two decades, a shift in foreign
language teaching from traditional grammar-based
approaches to more communicative and interactive
approaches has brought new changes in the ways foreign
languages are taught. Recent trends in foreign language
teaching that reflect these shifts include: communicative
language teaching (Lee & VanPatten, 2003; Nunan, 1989;
Savignon, 1998), computer-assisted language learning
(Bush & Terry, 1997; Dunkel, 1991; Lafford & Lafford,
1997; Pennington, 1996), the Standards for Foreign
ianguage Learning (National Standards, 1999), teaching
culture (Galloway, 1985; Kramsch, 1993a, 1993b; Lange,
1999), conient-based instruction (Bragger & Rice, 1998,
Genessee, 1998; Leaver & Stryker, 1989), languages for
specific purposes (Douglas, 1999; MacKay & Palmer,
1981}, courses for heritage learners (Merino, Trueba, &
Samaniego, 1993; Reber & Geeslin, 1998; Valdés, 1995),
focus on form in classroom second language acquisition
(SLA) (Doughty & Williams, 1998}, and authentic assess-
ment (HMancock, 1994; Liskin-Gasparro, 1996; Moore,
1994; Stansfield, 1994; Wiggins, 1989, 1993, 1994).

The recent discussion of the role of grammar in the
communicative classroom may be motivated in part by up-
to-date research in SLA and teaching theories. For example,
according to the grammar-transiagon method of the late
16th and early 20th centuries, grammatical analysis and
rule learning were the object of foreign language study (see
Larsen-Freeman, 1986; Richards & Rodgers, 1986). The
audiolingual method, strongly influenced by B. E Skinner's
behaviorist view of learning, favored habit-forming gram-
mar learning to explicit learning (Lado, 1964; Skinner,
1957). Krashens monitor model (Krashen, 1981) recog-
nizes the importance of subconscious acquisition of the tar-
get language and emphasizes that conscious learning of
grammar rules does not lead to successful SLA. Other the-
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ories of and approaches to foreign language teaching such
as community fanguage learning (Curran, 1976; 1982), the
“silent way” (Gattegno, 1972), “suggestopedia” (Lozanov,
1978}, wtal physical response {Asher, 1986), the natural
approach (Krashen & Terrell, 1983), the notions of “com-
municative competence” (Savignon, 1983) and “proficien-
cy” {Buck, Byrnes, & Thompson, 1989}, and processing
instruction (VanPatten, 1992) have continued to either
emphasize or deemphasize the role of grammar instruction
in the foreign language classroom. More recenty, the
research on “focus on form” in the {oreign langrage class-
room {Doughty & Williams, 1998) has sought to redefine
foreign language teaching in the context of focusing on one
specific grammatical feature while simultaneously attend-
ing to the meaning of the utterance.

The shift in foreign language teaching from grammar
based to communicative and recent focus-on-form/com-
municative approaches calls for updazed models for evalu-
ating foreign language teaching. The foreign language
teaching profession has sought over the past few years to
create guidelines that describe a qualified foreign language
teacher {AATFE, 1989; AATSP, 1950; ACTFL, 1988; Schulz,
Anderson, Bernhardt, Byrnes, Cothrun, Dial, et al., 1993).
Schrier and Hammadou (1994) asserted that in order to
evaluate effective foreign language teaching, auributes of
effective teaching should first be identified on repeated
occasions, should be agreed upon by foreign language
teachers as being worth evaluating, and should be proved
worthwhile in many settings.

Call for Research

A fundamental assumption in teacher evaluation is that
effective teaching behaviors are identifiable, stabie, and
reasonably consistent in their effects on students across
contexts {Andrews & Barnes, 199Q;. Further, teacher eval-
uation can be considered valid if it follows the properly
delineated steps 10 {a) seek to identify effective teaching
behaviors, and (b) come to a consensus in the profession
regarding which of the identified behaviors teachers
consider worth evaluating (Schrier & Hammmadou, 1994,
Schulz, 2000}. With these assumptions in mind, the first
step in identifying good teaching behaviors in foreign lan-
guage teaching is to look at theoretical models of SLA and
the research that has been conducted to test these models
in the classrooms. The results of empirical research studies
should point us in the direction of identifying teaching
behaviors that may conwribute to  successful
learning. If foreign language teachers are able to provide
learners with activities that reflect successfol results of
research studies, the behaviors used by successful teachers
in providing these experiences for learners would be iden-
tified as effective teaching behaviors.

The second step in establishing criteria for foreign lan-
guage teacher evaluation would be to find out which of
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these teaching behaviors are perceived by teachers (o be
effective in successful foreign language learning. Many fac-
tors of teaching cannot be empirically researched due to
the vast variety found in teaching styles as well as in teach-
ing contexts. For this reason, we depend on a professional
consensus to know what constitutes good teaching.

This exploratory study identified effective teaching
behaviors reported in the professional literature and col-
lecied opinions regarding these behaviors from postsec-
ondary foreign language teachers. Professional consensus
was investigated by means of a questionnaire. Teachers
were asked to rate observable teaching behaviors or atti-
rudes of foreign language teachers as to their effectiveness
in teaching as well as to react to theoretical statements that
explain SLA in general or in a classroom context.

Research Questions

What constitutes effective foreign language teaching has
been a topic of discussion ever since foreign languages
entered the school curriculum (Schulz, 1988, 2000).
Although professional organizations concerned with
improving foreign language teaching have issued standards
for foreign language teaching and learning in the attempt
to improve the quality of foreign language teaching in the
United States, most of the standards that are advocated for
effective foreign language teaching are based almost entire-
ly on research conducted in non-discipline-specific
domains of general education. Some of these standards
include: leadership skills, professional abilities, communi-
cation, sensitivity to diverse student populations, and com-
mitment to lifelong professional development {see AATE
1989: AATSP 1990; ACTFL, 1988; Schulz et al., 1993). The
only standards that are related to foreign language teaching
state that the teacher should be able to use the foreign tan-
guage proficiently and should be able to teach about the
target culture. Other teaching behaviors that are specific to
foreign language teaching are not sufficiently described or
evaluated.

Given the researcher’s specific interest in investigating
behaviors and attitudes of effective foreign language teach-
ers, the following major Tesearch questions were formulated:

1. What are the salient issues in the research literature in
SLA and foreign language learning that can be modi-
fied or directly applied to effective foreign language
teaching perspectives in the classroom context?

2. To what extent do postsecondary foreign language
teachers agree on behaviors or attitudes that are
helieved to contribute to effective foreign language
teaching and learning?

Taking these research questions as a point of depar-
ture, salient items in the research literature in SLA and for-
eign language teaching, related to effective foreign lan-
guage teaching, were identified for inclusion on the ques-
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tionnaire. Space does not permit a detailed review of the lit~
erature regarding the theoretical tenets or teaching hehav-
iors identified in this study. The interested reader will find
pertinent references in the original dissertation study
{Reber, 2001).

Method

Questionnaire research was considered an appropriate
form of data collection to explore teachers’ beliefs about
effective foreign language teaching and learning. The ques-
tionnaire was developed by the researcher and contained
80 items that covered the following categories relevant to
SLA and foreign language teaching (some items fit into
mote than one category): (a) learning objectives related to
the Standards for Foreign Language Learning {National
Standards, 1999} (17 items); (b} corrective feedback (7
items): (¢) theories and teacher behaviors related to com-
municative approaches (27 items); (d) focus on form in
classroom SLA (10 items); {e) individual learner differ-
ences in foreign language learning (7 items); () strategies
for foreign language learning (4 items); (g) theories about
SLA (5 items); (h) teacher qualifications (6 items); and {1}
assessment in foreign language teaching (8 items). The
questionnaire is divided into two parts. Part One contains
items regarding observable behaviors of effective foreign
language teachers (see Table 1). Part Two of the guestion-
naire contains theoretical statements regarding attitudes
about SLA and foreign language teaching and learning {sce
Table 2). Respondents were asked to rate each item on a
Likert-type scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly
agree) as to how much it contributes to effective foreign
language teaching.

As each questionnaire item is discussed in this study, it
is designated with either “B" (for behavior-related items
that appear in Part One of the questionnaire) or “17 (for
theory-related items that appear in Part Two of the ques-
rionnaire) as well as the number of the item as it appeared
on the questionnaire. The 80 items on the questionnaire
appeared in random order, not according to category.
Respondents were assured in the introduction to the ques-
tionnaire that their responses would be kept confidential.
The questionnaire used in this study was constructed to be
computer scanned to determine frequencies of responses.

Respondents

From the ACTFL mailing list, 1,000 names of postsec-
ondary teachers of French, German, and Spanish were ran-
domly selected, and questionnaires were ailed to these
individuals. The researcher selected teachers of French,
Gerrman, and Spanish because much of the classroom-
based research on [oreign language tearning has been
conducted in classrooms where these languages are being
taught, Four hundred hity-seven completed questionnaires
were returned, resulting in a response rate of 45.7%.
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Demographic information about participants was col-
lected in the following areas: gender, age, level of and for-
eign language(s) taught, number of years tanght, highest
degree abtained, the number of pedagogy-related inservice
activities attended, and pedagogy-related courses complet-
ed. The demographic information respondents provided
sheds light on the postsecondary population of foreign lan-
guage teachers and enrollment patterns in the United
States. For instance, about one third of the respondents
tatight Spanish while about 19% taught French, and 13%
taught German. Also, 38.7% of all respondents taught or
had taught a teaching methods course and had expertise in
teaching methodology. Of all respondents, 72.8% had been
teaching for 10 or more years, and almost haif of the
respondents reported 20 years or more teaching experi-
ence. Finally, 74.2% had compieted a course in foreign lan-
puage teaching methods, and 53.4% had completed a
course in foreign language pedagogy other than the teach-
ing methods course. This finding is not surprising, due to
the fact that 43.6% of all respondents had taught at the
K—12 level and were certified teachers. Only about one
third of the respondents reporied completing a course in
testing or in curriculum development.

Significant Results of the Study

The results of this questionnaire study indicate that there is
emerging professional consensus for more than half (56%)
of the teaching behaviors and attitudes related to foreign
{anguage teaching that appeared on the questionnaire with
response rates of 4.0 and higher or 2.5 and lower on a
Likeri-type scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 {strongly
agree) as to how much each item contributes to effective
forcign language teaching.? (Results of all 80 items on the
guestionnaire are presented in Tables 1 and 2.) Generally
speaking, there was strong positive agreement on all five of
the Standards for Foreign Language Learning. Teachers also
agreed with the majority of the items related to the follow-
ing categories: qualifications of foreign language teachers;
general theories and behaviors related to communicative
theories of foreign language teaching, the importance of
small group work, and negotiation of meaning; selected
stralegies in foreign language learning; and assessment.
Less agreement emerged in the following three cate-
gories: error correction, focus on grammatical form, and
ndividual differences of foreign language learners. For all
of the items related to error correction, at least 10% of all
respondents were uncertain whether any of them con-
wributed to effective foreign language teaching. These
results may also reflect the conflicting theoretical positions
taken by SLA scholars regarding corrective feedback
(Chaudron, 1988; DeKeyser, 1993) as well as the inconsis-
tent results reported in empirical studies as to whether or
not explicit and/or error correction is beneficial to learners
(Carroll & Swain, 1993). It is evident from the four items
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that yielded neither majority agreciment nor disagreement
that the role, place, and type of error correction as well as
the source of learner errors remain controversial topics in
foreign language teaching and learning,

Respondents were also uncertain for 7 of the 10 items
related to focus on grammatical form, and for 5 of the 7
items related 1o individual differences of foreign language
learners. The rate of uncertainty among respondents on
these items possibly reflects the research results in SLA
that do not clearly define refationships between certain
personality characteristics or individual factors and
increased foreign language learning (Ellis, 1994; Mitchell
& Myles, 1998).

The most reassuring results of this study are that the
457 respondents were for the most part familiar with the
pedagogical behaviors and artitudes included on the ques-
tionnaire, They appear to be informed members of the
foreign language teaching profession who are interested
in improving the teaching of foreign languages in the
United States.

Finally, the most controversial results of this study are
found in the results of six items (7.5% of the total) that
yielded very close rates of agreement and disagreement.
Two items {out of seven total refated 1o the topic) regarding
error correction achieved very close rates of agreement and
disagreement: {a) foreign language learners should be cor-
rected when they make grammatical mistakes (T03) (34%
agreed, 36% disagreed, and 28% were uncertain), and (b}
the effective foreign language teacher corrects errors as
soon as possible after they occur (B24) (40% agreed, 38%
disagreed, and 21% were uncertain). Teachers’ lack of
agreement or disagreement with these items may reflect the
experience leachers liave had with error correction in their
own c¢lassrooms regarding when and how error correction
should be employed.

Two items perlaining to teacher behaviors or theories
related to communicative approaches to foreign language
teaching and learning also achieved very close rates of agree-
ment and disagreement: (a) making the first occurrence of a
word mermorable is more important than practicing it sever-
al times (T26) (33% agreed, 34% disagreed, and 31% were
uncertain), and (b) grammatical structures that are formal-
ly taught are more difficult to use in natural communication
than grammatical structures that are learned in natural com-
munication outside the classroom (T07) (37% agreed, 33%
disagreed, and 28% were uncertain}.

Finally, two items related to theories about SLA also
did not achieve majority agreement or disagreement: (a) a
foreign language is learned predominantly by imitating cor-
rect models of the target language (T05) (41% agreed, 41%
disagreed, and 18.4% were uncertain); and (b) the Jearner
who identifies with members of the target culture groups
learn the target language more accuralely than the learner
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who learns the language for professional gain (T20) (30%
agreed, 33% disagreed, and 34.4% were uncertain).

The fact that these items did not reach majority agree-
ment or disagreement and that their rates of agreement and
disagreement are so close implies that the categories that
are represented by these items require further research.

Summary and Implications

It is important to keep in mind that while many hehaviors
of effective teachers are not discipline specific, there are
certain behaviors that are specific to foreign language
teaching. This study has found that a number of these are
grounded in SLA research as well as in research on teacher
effectiveness. As mentioned previously, in order to evaluate
effective foreign language teaching, attributes of effective
foreign language teaching must first be identified, must
then be agreed upon as being worthy of evaluation by cus-
rent foreign language teachers, must be identified on
repeated occasions, and must be proved worthwhile in
many settings (Schrier & Hammadou, 1694). This study
sought to undertake the first two steps necessary in evahi-
ating effective foreign language teaching by (a) identifying
effective classroom teaching behaviors and attitudes that
have been found in the professional literature to facilitate
foreign language learning, and (b) finding out which of
these teaching behaviors and attitudes are perceived by
postsecondary foreign language teachers to contribute to
student learning.

For the nine categories of SLA and foreign language
teaching represented in this study, there was strong major-
ity agreement, and hence emerging professional consensus,
on more than 50% of the items related to the Standards for
Foreign Language Learning, theories related to conmunica-
tive approaches to foreign language teaching, small group
work, negotiation of meaning, strategies for foreign lan-
guage learning, and teacher qualifications. There is still
major uncertainty in the profession as to the place and role
of error correction in foreign language teaching and learn-
ing, how and when focus on grammatical form should be
implemented, and the effects of learning differences among
individual learners. From the results of this study, it is evi-
dent that those categories which elicited uncertain
responses require further research and should be dealt with
extensively in teacher development courses by making
prospective teachers aware of vartous possible strategies for
employing corrective feedback, teaching grammar, and
varying teaching methods to accommodate individual
learning needs of language learners.

Limitations of This Study

Some weaknesses of this study should be noted. First,
respondents were limited to postsecondary foreign lan-
guage teachers. This study focused on beliefs of postsec-
ondary teachers for three reasons: (a) much of the research
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in SLA and foreign language teacher preparation has been
conducted in adult foreign language classrooms; (b) the
researcher’s own interest and experience is in the area of
postsecondary foreign language teaching and teacher
development, and {(c) funding was granted only if the
respondents were postsecondary teachers. Including teach-
ers at other levels would have added validity to the results.

Other limitations of this study were related to ques-
tionnaires as a means of data collection. First, question-
naires can be difficult to construct. It is possible that the
wording of some items may have been unclear and that
respondents either simply did not respond to an item they
did not understand or marked it “uncertain.” Another lim-
itation of questionnaire research concerns the issue of
using strictly quantitative research in a study regarding
hehaviors and attitudes. 1f the questionnaire had contained
an open-ended component, respendents would have been
able to express their opinions about particular items and
explain why they agreed or disagreed with a certain behav-
ior or attitude. Further, questionnaire research cannot pro-
vide a description or explanation of complex and interact-
ing social, cultural, linguistic, and cognitive factors relating
to behaviors and attitudes of teachers. Finally, question-
naire studies, because of their inherent flaws mentioned
above, are often merely indicators of trends rather than
true factual reflections of what actually is absolute trath.
For this reason, extensive use of inferential statistics may
be misleading,

Suggestions for Future Research

This study should be extended to focus on the beliefs of
foreign language teachers in elementary and secondary
school settings. Further studies on teacher beliefs should
permit respondents to express their opinions about the
content of mdividual items. A follow-up interview with
some of the respondents would shed light on questionnaire
responses. 1t would also be useful to find out the extent to
which teacher beliefs are reflected in their actual teaching
practice. Additionally, a study that would compare and
match teacher and student belief systems would be anoth-
er step in explaining effective foreign language teaching
hehaviors. Also, a continued line of research would com-
pare groupings of foreign language teachers by language,
years of experience, degree of education, and when teach-
er certification was completed in order to investigate
whether, for example, a German teacher’s pedagogy is more
traditional than a Spanish teacher’s, or whether a teacher
who has been teaching for more than 25 years would have
different attitudes toward foreign language teacher than a
teacher who has only been teaching for 2 years.
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Implications for Foreign Language Teacher
Development and Evaluation

The results of this study exploring teacher beliefs regarding
effective foreign language teaching are of interest to mumer-
ous groups: foreign language teachers, administrators who
work with foreign language teachers, teacher candidates
who are preparing to teach, those who train prospective
teachers, those responsibie for the ongoing development of
foreign language teachers, and those responsible for foreign
language teacher evaluation. The results of the question-
naire are of interest to the foreign language teaching pro-
fession because they provide a glimpse of emerging con-
sensus on those behaviors and beliefs which are perceived
to be effective in [oreign language teaching. All teachers can
benefit from an awareness of emerging professional con-
sensus regarding specific teaching behaviors that are
believed to coneribute to effective foreign language teach-
ing and learning. By being made aware of these behaviors
before they begin teaching, new teachers will be able to
critically reflect on their own beliefs and teaching behav-
iors. Tt would be useful to discuss the questionnaire items
that yielded high agreement among respondents in ongoing
teacher development to make teachers aware of behaviors
that experienced foreign language teachers (questionnaire
respondents) believe to be effective in foreign language
teaching. Teachers could be asked to react to certain items
and reflect on what they believe to be effective teaching
behaviors. It would also be useful to let teachers respond to
a similar questionnaire and then compare their own
responses to those of the study:
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