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W
here do ESL teachers get

their ideas for teaching?
Many in the academic

world of ESL might like to
think that ideas come from

research or research-based sources.! but in
the field of second and foreign language edu­
cation, there is little evidence indicating
whether such research is available, being
used, or even appreciated as a source of
teaching ideas by its intended audience of
classroom teachers and program administra­
tors.

This study concerns the idea sources of a
group of ESL teachers in an intensive
English program in the western United
States. As such, its conceptual context is
teacher beliefs and cognition. a research area
that was more active in mainstream educa­
tion in previous decades (Clark & Peterson,
1986) and, only recently, is beginning to
have an impact on TESOL (cf., Woods,
1996). What ESL teachers think in general­
their values. the concepts with which they
approach teaching, where they get these con­
cepts from. and how they develop them-are
obviously important areas we, as TESOL
professionals, need to understand. However,
the literature provides few accounts of the
paths running, in whatever direction, between
ideas in published research and classroom
practice. on the one hand, and among teach­
ers, on the other. ln addition, the study
addresses a major concern that emerged from
participants, namely, their working condi-

tions as teachers. Although we did not begin
our study focusing on this issue, our research
ultimately forced us to look at how difficult
working conditions affect the professional
behavior of teachers.

Background
Our inquiry began with a concern about

whether the academic journal is successful in
communicating research findings to teachers
in a form they can use. We started by asking
friends and colleagues who teach ESL a
question that would avoid too much presup­
position: Where do you get your teaching
ideas? Our respondents mentioned several
sources, including personal experiences of
what works. spontaneous self-generation,
materials given to them by their schools that
they modified for classroom use. and infor­
mal talks with colleagues. None mentioned
more formal sources. Based on this prelimi­
nary inquiry, we decided to pursue the ques­
tion further among 20 teachers at an ESL
program we knew of.

At the time of this study (992). the
majority of these participants had MAs in
ESL or were in the final stages of completing
them. Several others were working on gradu­
ate degrees in fields related to ESL, and a
few had little or no formal training in ESL.
As in many such schools and programs, sev­
eral teachers at this site had more than one
ESL teaching job. Their pay was typical of,
or perhaps slightly better than, other pro­
grams in the area, but they were receiving no

health or pension benefits and their to-week
contracts held no provision for tenure or
guarantee of renewal.2

The majority of the nearly 150 ESL stu­
dents enrolled in the program at the time
were from East or Southeast Asia. though
some were from Europe. Many had entered

•
Many participants articulated a

strong. stereotypical image of

researchers as living in an ivory

tower. and tended to feel that

only working teachers could have

credible opinions about

good teaching.

•

the program after hearing about it locally,
rather than having applied directly from their
home countries. Most were young adults.
Few were absolute beginners, and many
intended to pursue further studies at u.s. uni­
versities after improving their English.
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Method
We conducted open-ended, semistructured

interviews among 19 of the 20 faculty during
a 3-rnonth period. We based our interview
protocol on the response to our preliminary
survey of ESL teacher-colleagues not associ­
ated with this study. The interview questions
explored the basic issue of where the teachers
in this program got their teaching ideas and
why and how they selected and used these
idea sources. Our initial interviews tended to

•
Although some untrained teachers

mentioned finding research journals

intimidating because the writing

was over their heads, this was not
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attitudes were key.

•

last about I hour. Following Lincoln and
Guba (1985), we used debriefing after each
interview to reflect upon and develop our
hypotheses. We also made field notes focus­
ing on the context of the teachers' work situ­
ation and work culture. Using analytic
induction, we then coded the transcripts of
the interviews and our field notes to deter­
mine emergent themes and used organiza­
tional data matrices and counts to help
conceptualize data patterns.

Findings
The idea sources discussed by the teachers

fell into six major categories. listed in order
of popularity:

1. accumulated teaching experience
1. informal consultations with col­

leagues
3. pedagogically oriented printed

resources (e.g., book series)
4. spontaneous self-generation

5. preservice training
6. in-house workshops
These sources were all mentioned by half

to three-fourths of the teachers. A seventh

source-institutionally provided, teacher­
modi tied materials, such as textbooks and
preexisting teacher-made materials-was
mentioned by six of our respondents, and
other less common idea sources, mentioned
by four or fewer individuals each. were sec­
ond or foreign language research journals,
local teaching workshops (not in-house),
advice from students, and the teachers' own
second language learning experience. Not
mentioned, or actually explicitly rejected as
teaching idea sources, were major second
language teaching or research conferences.
classroom observations of other teachers.
performance evaluations. and personally con­
ducted classroom research.

In addition to this basic information,
another important theme of our research that
emerged concerned how teachers at this site
reacted to the stresses of their work and how
their responses to this stress affected their
selection and use of teaching idea sources.

Teaching Ideas
Accumulated teaching experience was the

most often cited source of teaching ideas.
Many of these teachers spoke about their
teaching experience as being a personally
unique and self-contained entity, not a pot­
pourri of teaching ideas from a variety of
sources. It was a personal history of knowl­
edge and information gained through trial
and error, concerning which teaching ideas
(and their sources) were effective in which
circumstances. As one veteran teacher stated
simply, "As you have more practice, then
you know in the classroom what will work
and what will not work." One teacher indi­
cated that, with experience, a teacher accu­
mulates the ability to identify and react to
archetypal teaching situations and student
types: "I've been teaching ESL for 6 or 7
years. I [can] take a look at the students. talk
to them [for] two or three days ... [then]
know, 'Uh-huh. He's that kind of student: "

Perhaps the self-contained nature of this
experience was responsible for caution or
skepticism when respondents were asked
about the possibility of using sources and
teaching ideas outside their personally tested
repertoire. This was often politely but firmly
rejected without much further consideration.
One typical remark was, "Personally, I am
willing to try different methods, but what I
feel has worked for me through the years is
what I sort of stick to." It seemed that for
even introductory consideration by these
teachers, untried ideas needed to be socially
initiated through favorable endorsement from
colleagues:

Generally, other teachers will only vol­
unteer to you something that they've

tried and has worked. I trust someone
saying, "Hey, I did this the other day.
And my students really liked it, and
they seemed to really get a grasp ofthe
structure." I trust that more than some­
thing based on research.

That is to say, such peer review and screen­
ing, emphasizing an idea's effectiveness,
lends necessary credibility and weight to pro­
bationary techniques.

This high regard for peer review also
seemed related to the generally low opinions
that experienced teachers in this school held
for "expert" advice from nonteaching
researchers and people outside their faculty .
Many participants articulated a strong,
stereotypical image of researchers as living
in an ivory tower, and tended to feel that only
working teachers could have credible opin­
ions about good teaching. One teacher
remarked, challengingly. "If you get the pro­
fessors from [an ESL teacher education pro­
gram] and bring them ... here and give them a
week to teach, they will probably miserably
fail." The familiar idea of there being a social
rift between the research and teaching com­
munities did seem to exist at this program at
this time:

I think a lot of ESL teachers have good
ideas. Many good teaching techniques.
But what they say may not be as pow­
erful as [what] some researchers [say].
who never have been in the classroom.
But when they say something, people
believe them because of their social
position, their academic status.
These teachers also perceived other differ­

ences. Several complained about difficulties
in communication between the two groups.
One, for example, preferred seeking help
from colleagues first because their shared
experience supported problem-solving dis­
cussions: "Colleagues are in the same situa­
tion as you are. They have the same sort of
schema when they respond to your question.
They know what you are talking about and
they know what to offer you."

Although some untrained teachers men­
tioned finding research journals intimidating
because the writing was over their heads, this
was not the reason given for not using such
material as an idea source. Instead, work
pressure and attitudes were key:

I don't respond to literature. The way
it's presented It's hackneyed stuff.
It was boring pages and pages of
this stuff, and charts and statistics and
things .... I don't have the time, or I
don't choose to have the time, to sit
down and go through all this stuff.
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Even when forms of professional develop­
ment were institutionally encouraged and
new teaching ideas made readily available to
teachers, overwork and its effects were still
cited as being obstacles to increasing idea
sources, as one experienced teacher noted:

I think a lot of people feel burned out
.... So there's a major guilt around here
of things like TESOl. Quarterly and all
that. There [are] all kinds [of] true
reactions to seeing one appear in your
mailbox. 'Cause we circulate [the jour­
nail in the mailbox. One [reaction] is
serious guilt. and the other is, "Don't
put anything in my mailbox! Put it in
somebody e lsets mailbox!" 'Cause
people feel overwhelmed .... I think
that's one reason TESOL Newsletter
has appeal. It's kind of short stuff and
isn't heavy duty academic stuff.

Several experienced teachers also
described how overwork affected their qual­
ity of life and. possibly, their teaching:

It' 5 a mighty tough walk .... I mean,
people have held down two jobs .... So
I'm trying to avoid the hospital. Trying
to stay in good health ... and specifi­
cally look for ways that eliminate
stress in the classroom.

Another teacher admitted that teaching
quality can suffer, despite will and effort to
the contrary:

I'm very frustrated. I was feeling bad
when I was running around three
schools. I knew I wasn't as good as I
could be .... So it doesn't give you
much time '" when you're talking
about reading journals and going to
conventions. For some people that's a
joke. Who has the time?

Under these conditions. most of these
teachers had decided 10 draw personal limits
for their jobs. due to resentment or a feeling
of exploitation: "When I' m spending [many
hours] a week which I'm not being paid for,
am I dedicated or am I an idiot?"

This decision to set limits also appeared to
affect teacher access and use of new idea
sources:

[ really try to keep my work down to
40 hours a week. I want a quality per­
sonal life. And I don't want my work
life to take over, which I know can
happen very easily. [ mean, it can be
very interesting to get into all that stuff
[e.g.. idea sources mentioned earlier]

and really put your time into it, but ...
to me, my family life is a priority.

At the time of this investigation. the pro­
gram only hired teachers on a casual basis.
and they were regularly laid off. As a result,
morale was low.

Although many of the experienced teach­
ers had been with the program for some
years. they were of the opinion that they were
not valued. that they could easily be replaced .
for example, by graduate students from a
nearby ESL teacher education program.
Referring to these individuals. and to hiring
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practices in general. one experienced teacher
commented:

If they run out of Master's people. they
dip down on people who are working
on their Masters. Then, if they run out
of those. they dip down into people
that, you know. have a degree in vet­
erinary science. You know. this is no
put-down on our director, it's just the
way the field is. Which is Why we
don't have a lot of benefits and we are
not respected. A plumber can reach
English if they can't find somebody.

As a result of such hiring practices, this
teacher ended up receiving calls for help and
advice from inexperienced or untrained teach­
ers in the program. Consequently, several
other teachers at this site similarly feared that
ESL teaching was being seen as a mere job,
This disaffection appeared to overwhelm pos­
itive motivation to keep up with trends,
research, or new teaching ideas: "Theres no
incentive! That's the key. Keeping up with
new ideas, reading literature. or discussing
one of the new things [with colleagues1 '"
well. will you give us money [for this]?
Somebody support us? The answer is no,"



Another teacher commented: "ESL teachers
are highly educated. A lot of PhDs. And we
Iived in foreign countries. Some of us speak
five or six languages. and we're just treated
like casual workers." Teachers at this pro­
gram who expressed such dissatisfaction were
at pains to exclude their immediate adminis­
tration and program director, reserving their
criticisms for more impersonal entities.

For the few teachers in the program who
had notably less teaching experience. their
accumulated experience was also cited as a
primary idea source, but, hy comparison, was
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for finding less sophisticated but

readily applicable ideas already

honed through much experience in

a specific site.

•

characterized partially in terms of their recent
teacher education course work. These teach­
ers planned to amass tools such as games and
worksheets for repeated use: "Honestly, just
between you and me. I will be recycling all
my own class notes. I put everything on the
computer and take photocopies."

Perhaps it might be expected that these
newer teachers would be more adventurous
than their older colleagues. Nevertheless.
because they shared the same working condi­
tions. their comments reflected the same con­
cern over lack of time: "I will often choose or
create an exercise [even though] I know there
could be a better one, but I just can't do it
within the time that I have." In a similar vein,
another teacher commented:

Well, as a [graduate] student, you were
in the position of thinking about cer­
tain recommendations. certain methods
... in a position to think about it again
and again, refining the most ideal way.
But once when you come to teach, you
don't really have time to think. You
walk out of one classroom. then in 5
minutes you gotta start another one.
All those good ideas flew out of the
window right away.
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Despite similar working conditions, how­
ever, inexperienced teachers were more
reluctant to complain than their experienced
colleagues. One possible reason. mentioned
by a number of the newer reachers. was that
they still derived satisfaction from the social
and adventurous aspects of ESL teaching.
such as traveling and interacting with their
international students. These aspects, how­
ever, were not mentioned by more experi­
enced teachers. who appeared to allow their
jobs. to some extent, to substitute for a social
life:

Being new here ... the people [ know at
work are pretty much the only people]
know. So that's also my social life. So
you come early. You can talk about
this and that. Ask a question about
grammar. talk about a movie. It's
[teaching ideas] all mixed into the
other socializing stuff. So it never
really feels like work. It feels like fun.

Interteacher Communication
A number of respondents described an

atmosphere of popularly enjoyed and open
collaboration in the program. which partly
derived from the physical arrangement of the
staff room:

It doesn't take very long to know
which teachers are really good at
grammar, or which [are] really good at
conversation. So if [ ever feel that I'm
stuck on something, I'll just ask peo­
ple. Throw it up in the office: "Gosh,
does anybody know what] could do to
teach conditional sentences, because
I've been doing it for a week and they
still don't get it." And people will just
volunteer ideas.
Several teachers commented that these

informal talks were preferable to more for­
mal forums, such as teaching workshops and
research conferences. Even local workshops
were dismissed by some as more suitable for
networking than true opportunities to learn
about teaching. "with everybody being really
polite and nobody ... saying anything." In
comparison. informal chats with a colleague
were felt to be a more convenient means of
sharing ideas. Such talks apparently were
supported by an unofficial understanding in
this program that older teachers help their
newer colleagues. Despite statements to this
effect by younger teachers, observations at
the site did not reveal much evidence of this
collegial interaction. Rather, teachers
appeared to spend their free time engaged
primarily in lesson planning, office activities
(including photocopying handouts), and per­
sonal matters (e.g., eating lunch), leaving
quickly for other jobs or for horne after their

classes. One teacher, in fact, remarked:

We don't see each other that often.
And we hardly ever talk to each other
.... People just come. pick up their
books, go out to their class. When
they're finished. they leave. Or they
have to go some place else and teach.
.... You're too busy .... You have to
actually make an effort, you know, to
establish any kind of relationship with
any other peopLe who are there, you
know? 'Cause it's just not a conducive
environment .... It's always on the fly.

Some teachers' comments suggest a pos-
sible explanation for this difference in atti­
tude: "Well, I mean, a lot of it is personality.
There are teachers [ will ask and teachers [
will not ask, right? And that's just who I get
along with." Another added, "Even without
soliciting the information. you hear who are
the better teachers. From the students. You
hear [from] other teachers, you know, the
rumor mills."

Although most teachers in this study said
that they consulted first with selected col­
leagues when stumped by a recurring prob­
lematic teaching situation, they also
answered uncertainly or expressed ignorance
when asked whether they were aware of sim­
ilarities in the choice and use of idea sources
by other faculty. It appears that discussion
among teachers on this topic may have been
happening mainly in friendship networks.
Several teachers expressed a desire for more
pedagogical exchange, complaining of the
wasted effort of "a lot of repetition and dupli­
cation among teachers ... you know, reinvent
the wheel kind of [thing] here."

It was not possible to perceive the entire
process-from the occurrence or exchange of
an idea to teacher collaboration-following
from such talks. Undoubtedly, chatting about
work with colleagues is a natural behavior.
Yet. during the period of this study, teachers
often appeared rushed, which might partly
explain why, as one teacher said, "We don't
really go deep into techniques."
Nevertheless, talk between teachers appeared
to have other positive aspects:

[Talk] provides sometimes different
options than ones I've thought about.
And often ... support in a form you
know .... Especially if it's [a problem
with] a student. [ went first to other
teachers and said "Does this happen in
your class?" and found out that it
wasn't just me, and it wasn't just my
class. And that makes a difference to
me, too. You know, [it] isn't, in a
sense, my problem and it's not my
imagination.



Another teacher remarked:

I think it depends on how much confi­
dence you have. Like X has far less
confidence than I do. He'll ask me,
"What can I do with my students
tomorrow",' when I know he can fig­
ure it out himself. But he just wants to
kind of double check. I think it's more
a confidence thing than he can't get
ideas .... I think the lower the confi­
dence is. the more likely they are to
ask for help.

Conclusion
Our survey of this group of ESL teachers,

at this particular time, suggests that where
and how they acquired and used their teach­
ing ideas reflected their workloads and was
linked to their personal networks of commu­
nication. Reflection or use of new ideas­
though desired-may sometimes have taken
second place to a need for finding less
sophisticated but readily applicable ideas
already honed through much experience in a
specific site. This response would be consis­
tent with the description of teacher routines,
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ESL programs may have

structural characteristics far

from central to or optimal for

the teaching profession.

•

presented by Floden and Clark (1988) as
"adaptive responses to classroom complexi­
ties" (p. 515). According to their description,
these "habitualized patterns of thought and
action remove doubts about what to do next.
reduce percei ved complexity, and may
increase the predictability of classroom
events." By this definition, routines are not
meant to solve problems in the long term,
but, rather, to offer quick fixes or prevent the
emergence of problems entirely. A successful
routine, of course, eliminates the need to
adapt or change, and presumably militates
against seeking new ideas in a particular area
of teaching.

The patterns of communication attested to
emphasize the importance of locally gener­
ated knowledge. That is, these teachers
seemed to prefer and accept more readily

ideas that were already tested and proven
rather than those that were presented as gen­
eral applications in less pretested forms. In
this respect, these patterns connect particu­
larly to the concept of teacher lore (cf.,
Schubert & Ayers, 1992). They also connect
with classic research on the working condi­
tions of teachers (cf., Lortie, 1975), which
Fullan, with Steigelbauer (1991), summarize
by saying, "Individual teachers are less likely
to come into contact with new ideas. for they
are restricted to the classroom and have a
limited network of ongoing professionally
based interactions within their schools or
with their professional peers outside" (p. 53).
Lortie's view is that teacher communication
on professional matters is unlikely to concern
the "broader conceptions that underlie class­
room practice:' but involves discussion of
"the tricks of the trade" (p. 77). His work,
and that which has followed it, has tended to
stress the isolation of the teacher culture as a
primary problem. At the same time, many
other studies of elementary and secondary
teaching have emphasized the increasing
intensification (Hargreaves, 1992) of teach­
ers' work-in this sense, broadly interpreted
as longer hours under more difficult condi­
tions. The position of the ESL teacher, how­
ever, both in the postsecondary sector and
elsewhere, reflects both these characteristics,
plus the additional fact that these individuals
serve a population that, whether well-off or
poor, is regularly seen as being marginal to
the mission of the educational institution
(Auerbach, 1991). Thus, ESL programs may
have structural characteristics far from cen­
tral to or optimal for the teaching profession.
That was the case for the program considered
here, during the period of the research. It is in
the interest of highlighting this phenomenon
further that we have presented this partial
description and interpretation of a period in
the history of this particular ESL program.
Those privileged to be in positions investi­
gating the conditions for successful ESL
teaching and learning should consider the
extent to which they optimistically can
assume that their work will be taken up
among the population it is presumably
intended to benefit. ArguabJy, some of the
investigative energies of the research sectors
of applied linguistics would be well directed
to exploring and aiding the restructuring of
teachers' work conditions, if the increasing
quantities of knowledge of ESL learning and
teaching are to be effectively utilized.

Notes
I "The proper function of educational

research is widely regarded as being to
inform policy-makers and practitioners"

(Hammersley & Scarth, 1993, p. 216).
2 The program has altered considerably

since the time of this study. Employment
conditions have changed substantially and
there has been a staff turn-over of greater
than 75% as well as a total change in admin­
istration.
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