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Tracing One Teacher’s Approach to Communication
Throughout a Semester of Spanish 101: Belief Meets Practice
Anne Edstrom
Montclair State University
$SSURDFKHVWRVHFRQG 6/ DQGIRUHLJQ )/ ODQJXDJHWHDFKLQJLQUHFHQWGHFDGHV
KDYHHPSKDVL]HGWKHFHQWUDOLW\RIFRPPXQLFDWLRQERWKDVDQHQGDQGDPHDQV%RWKWKH
quantity and the nature of communication that occurs in a language classroom ultimately
GHSHQGRQWKHEHOLHIVDQGSUDFWLFHVRIODQJXDJHWHDFKHUV
7KHSUHVHQWVHOIDQDO\VLVIRFXVHGRQRQHWHDFKHUUHVHDUFKHUWUDFHVKHUH[SHULHQFHV
ZLWKWKHFKDOOHQJHVRIFODVVURRPFRPPXQLFDWLRQRYHUWKHFRXUVHRIDQHQWLUHDFDGHPLFWHUP
7KLVORQJLWXGLQDODSSURDFKH[SRVHGFRQWUDGLFWLRQVWKDWVXUIDFHGRYHUWLPHLQWKUHHDUHDV
the use of the L2 for classroom interaction, the assumption of truthfulness in the exchange
RILQIRUPDWLRQDQGOHDUQHUV·YRLFHRUFRQWURORYHUWKHLURZQPHVVDJHV7KHÀQGLQJVKDYH
LPSOLFDWLRQVIRUODQJXDJHWHDFKLQJDQGKLJKOLJKWWKHUROHRIWKRXJKWIXOUHÁHFWLRQDVDÀUVW
VWHSWRZDUGPLQLPL]LQJWKHJDSEHWZHHQZKDWWHDFKHUVEHOLHYHDQGZKDWWKH\DFWXDOO\GR

Approaches to second (SL) and foreign (FL) language teaching in recent
decades have emphasized the centrality of communication both as an end and a
means: that is, communication in the target language is a desired outcome of the
language learning process as well as a tool or classroom practice used to achieve
WKDWJRDO7KH6WDQGDUGVIRU)RUHLJQ/DQJXDJH/HDUQLQJGHYHORSHGLQWKHV
DOVRDIÀUPWKHYDOXHRIFRPPXQLFDWLRQDQGKLJKOLJKWLWDVRQHRIWKHÀYHJRDOVRI
ODQJXDJHVWXG\ 1DWLRQDO6WDQGDUGV 
At the theoretical level, communication plays a central role in current
PRGHOVRIVHFRQGODQJXDJHDFTXLVLWLRQ7KHFRQFHSWVRI´LQSXWµ .UDVKHQ 
DQG´RXWSXWµ 6ZDLQ LPSO\WKHH[FKDQJHRILQIRUPDWLRQDVGRHVWKH
´QHJRWLDWLRQRIPHDQLQJµ /RQJ 6RFLRFXOWXUDOWKHRU\ 9\JRWVN\ DOVR
makes strong claims about the function and value of communication and actually
frames language learning as a collaborative process that takes place in interactional
contexts. Ultimately, the quantity and the nature of communication that occurs in a
language classroom are affected by the degree to which language teachers believe
that interaction is important and choose to incorporate communicative tasks into
their practice.
The present self-analysis, focused on one teacher/researcher, traces her experiences with the challenges of classroom communication over the course of an
entire academic term. This longitudinal approach made it possible to observe how
initial expectations or standards of communication were implemented throughout
the semester and to expose contradictions that surfaced over time.

,VVXHVLQ$SSOLHG/LQJXLVWLFV 


5HJHQWVRIWKH8QLYHUVLW\RI&DOLIRUQLD



,661
9RO1R

(GVWURP
PREVIOUS RESEARCH
Previous studies have explored a variety of aspects of teacher communication
in the SL or FL classroom. Researchers have explored teachers’ use of the target
DQGQDWLYHODQJXDJHV &RRN'XII 3ROLR/HYLQH0DFDUR3ROLR 'XII7XUQEXOO WHDFKHUV·XVHRITXHVWLRQV 1XQQ
 DQGWKH,5) LQLWLDWLRQUHVSRQVHIHHGEDFN LQWHUDFWLRQDOVHTXHQFHIRFXVLQJ
VSHFLÀFDOO\RQWKRVHIRUPVRIWHDFKHUIHHGEDFNWKDWFUHDWHPHDQLQJIXOGLDORJXH
&XOOHQ DQGVXSSRUWKLJKHUOHYHOWKLQNLQJ +HQQLQJ /RFNKDUW 
7KHUHLVDOVRDODUJHERG\RIOLWHUDWXUHWKDWDIÀUPVWKHYDOXHRIWHDFKHUUHÁHFWLRQDVDWRROIRUSURIHVVLRQDOGHYHORSPHQW -RKQVRQ *RORPEHNYDQ
/LHU 5LFKDUGVDQG/RFNKDUW  QRWHWKHLQVLJKWVWKDWFDQEHJDLQHG
IURPVHOILQTXLU\DVZHOODVWKHIDFWWKDW´FULWLFDOUHÁHFWLRQFDQWULJJHUDGHHSHU
XQGHUVWDQGLQJRIWHDFKLQJµ S 
5HÁHFWLYHSUDFWLFHLQFOXGLQJLQYHVWLJDWLRQVRIRQH·VRZQWHDFKLQJLVHPSOR\HGE\DQGHQFRXUDJHGDPRQJSUDFWLFLQJHGXFDWRUV %DLOH\'KDZDQ
'XWHUWUH+DUULVRQ/DZVRQ :RUWOH\:DOVK<DK\D
 DVZHOODVSUHVHUYLFHWHDFKHUHGXFDWLRQFDQGLGDWHV )UHHVH+R 
5LFKDUGV/LRX %XUQV  GHVFULEHVWKHH[SHULHQFHRIRQHWHDFKHU
6DUDKZLWKDFORVHH[DPLQDWLRQRIGDWDIURPKHURZQFODVVURRP´'HVSLWHKHU
feelings of self-consciousness and of being ‘stupid,’ Sarah displayed considerable
RSHQPLQGHGQHVV LQFUHDVLQJ UHÁHFWLRQ DQG KHLJKWHQHG SURIHVVLRQDO DZDUHQHVV
WKURXJKKHUZLOOLQJQHVVWRGHOLEHUDWHFORVHO\DQGGHOLEHUDWHO\RQWKHGDWDµ S 
Though confronting the inconsistencies in one’s practice may be awkward, those
WHDFKHUVZKRHPEUDFHWKHSURFHVVRIWHQÀQGLWWREHHQOLJKWHQLQJDQGUHZDUGLQJ
$FRPPRQWRROIRUVHOIUHÁHFWLRQXVHGE\LQVWUXFWRUVDWDOOVWDJHVRISUHSDUDWLRQDQGSUDFWLFHLVMRXUQDOZULWLQJ %DLQ0LOOV%DOODQW\QH 3DFNHU&DUWHU
(VEHQVKDGH*RRG :KDQJ1XPULFK8OLQH:LOVRQ
&RUGU\<DK\D 5LFKDUGVDQG/RFNKDUW  LGHQWLI\MRXUQDOVDV
one of several means through which teachers can develop a deeper understanding
RIWHDFKLQJWKDWLVDZULWWHQUHFRUGRIWHDFKHUV·WKRXJKWVDERXWDQGUHDFWLRQVWR
particular classroom experiences provide a starting point for considering possible
LQWHUYHQWLRQVRUPRGLÀFDWLRQVLQWHDFKLQJSUDFWLFH<DK\D  DOVRKLJKOLJKWVWKH
role of journals in teachers’ growth, which enable them to identify and to monitor
their own strengths and weaknesses.
However, whether expressed in a written journal or through other means,
WHDFKHUV· UHÁHFWLRQV GR QRW DOZD\V DFFXUDWHO\ FDSWXUH ZKDW WDNHV SODFH LQ WKHLU
classes. Numerous studies note the mismatch between what teachers believe and
ZKDWWKH\GR %DVWXUNPHQ/RHZHQ (OOLV%X]]HOOL -RKQVWRQ
+DQVHQ:LOFR[+HU]RJ DQGEHWZHHQZKDWWHDFKHUVGRDQGZKDWWKH\
SHUFHLYHWKDWWKH\GR 2VNR] /LVNLQ*DVSDUUR )RULQVWDQFHWKHWHDFKHU
SDUWLFLSDQWLQWKHVWXG\FDUULHGRXWE\2VNR]DQG/LVNLQ*DVSDUUR  H[SUHVVHG
a strong belief in the need to limit error correction during class and was surprised
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by classroom data that revealed how often she corrected her students. Classroom
recordings revealed a gap not only between this teacher’s expressed pedagogical
beliefs and practices but also between her perceptions and practices. An important
PHWKRGRORJLFDOPHDQVRIDGGUHVVLQJWKLVPLVPDWFKLVFRPELQLQJ´WHDFKHUGLUHFWHG
VHOIUHÁHFWLYHDFWLRQUHVHDUFKDQGWKHUHVXOWVJHQHUDWHGIURPUHVHDUFKHUGLUHFWHG
PLFURDQDO\VHVRIFODVVURRPGLVFRXUVHµ /D]DUDWRQ ,VKLKDUDS 
&RPELQLQJWHDFKHUUHÁHFWLRQZLWKDQDQDO\VLVRIUHFRUGHGFODVVURRPGLVFRXUVHLVDQLPSRUWDQWFKDUDFWHULVWLFRIWKHSUHVHQWVWXG\LQWKLVFDVHKRZHYHU
the teacher is also the researcher. In this study I explore classroom communication
DVDSHGDJRJLFDOGLOHPPDWKDWLV,DVVHVVWKHFRQVLVWHQF\EHWZHHQP\DSSURDFK
WRLVVXHVRIFRPPXQLFDWLRQRQWKHÀUVWGD\RIFODVVDQGWKHPDQQHULQZKLFK,
address them throughout the semester. The goal was not evaluative in the sense
of identifying commendable practices that foster greater classroom interaction or
drawing conclusions about how one should or should not communicate in a beginning language course. Rather, the aim was to analyze particular verbal statements
or exchanges, primarily focusing on remarks made by the teacher to her students,
as surface representations of deeper and more complex issues of communication.
,Q VKRUW WKLV FLUFXODU DSSURDFK ÀUVW XVHV LQVWDQFHV RI FODVVURRP LQWHUDFWLRQ DV
windows into one teacher’s pedagogical beliefs and then, conversely, explores
the way those beliefs or values ultimately determine the nature of the classroom
exchanges that surface.
DATA COLLECTION
Data were collected over a period of one semester in a university-level, beginning Spanish class. The majority of students were native English speakers who
HQUROOHGLQWKHFRXUVHWRIXOÀOOWKHÀUVWRIWZRVHPHVWHUVRIODQJXDJHVWXG\UHTXLUHG
by the university. Though some had studied Spanish in high school, their scores
RQDGHSDUWPHQWDOH[DPSODFHGWKHLUVNLOOVDWWKHOHYHORIDÀUVWVHPHVWHUFRXUVH
Most students did not plan to use Spanish for personal or professional reasons in
the future but hoped to make the most of the obligatory experience by acquiring
basic L2 communication skills.
Data for the study came from three sources: audio-recorded class sessions,
WHDFKHUMRXUQDOVDQGTXL]]HV7KHFODVVPHWWZLFHDZHHNIRUPLQXWHVDQGDW
each session I, the teacher/researcher, wore a lapel microphone to record my own
language use. These recordings were transcribed solely for content. I also kept a
journal in which I made entries after each class session. I commented on a wide
variety of issues, giving special attention to my use of the native and target languages
(GVWURP +RZHYHU,DOVRPDGHFRPPHQWVDERXWSDUWLFXODULQFLGHQWVWKDW
occurred during class, raised concerns over the teaching and learning patterns I saw
GHYHORSLQJDQGDWWLPHVUHÁHFWHGRQWKHLPSOLFDWLRQVRIP\WHDFKLQJSUDFWLFHV$
written record of my immediate thoughts and reactions to each class session, these
journal entries enabled me to compare my perceptions of what had happened with
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what the audio recordings revealed had actually taken place during class. Finally, I
ZDQWHGWRVHHWKHH[WHQWWRZKLFKDVVHVVPHQWSUDFWLFHVUHÁHFWHGPHDQLQJIXOFRPmunication. Because the language program followed a standardized curriculum
in which all instructors used departmental exams, composition assignments, and
oral exam topics, I chose to use quizzes as a third data source. They were the only
form of evaluation that I, the classroom teacher, had created.
Though my dual role as researcher and language teacher in this study gives
me an insider perspective, it may also be considered a limitation. Because I was
aware that I was conducting research and recording myself, I may have inadverWHQWO\PRGLÀHGP\UHJXODUWHDFKLQJSUDFWLFHV$WWLPHV,ZDVFRQVFLRXVRIWKHODSHO
microphone, but the fact that I recorded myself every day minimized its novelty and
made it part of the daily routine. I remember instances in which I bit my tongue upon
realizing the recorder was running but also recall moments in which I deliberately
pushed ahead and said whatever I wanted to in spite of it. An additional limitation
is the possibility that I compromised the quality of the analysis in the interests of
protecting my reputation as a teacher. However, at the time of data collection I was
LQWHUHVWHGVSHFLÀFDOO\LQP\XVHRIWKH/LWZDVRQO\ODWHUWKDW,EHFDPHLQWHUHVWHG
in broader issues of communication. Consequently, though it is possible that the
period of three years between the stages of data collection and the present analysis
hindered my ability to analyze my experiences with a sense of freshness, it seems
to have created a healthy distance between my previous and current professional
identities and thereby made self-criticism somewhat less threatening.
DATA ANALYSIS
After the audio-recordings were transcribed, the transcriptions and teacher
journals were analyzed qualitatively. First, the transcripts were analyzed to trace
instances in which issues of classroom communication surfaced throughout the
DFDGHPLFWHUPWKDWLVDOOUHIHUHQFHVWRWKHQDWXUHRIFODVVURRPFRPPXQLFDWLRQ
ZHUHLGHQWLÀHG7KHWHDFKHUMRXUQDOVXQGHUZHQWWKHVDPHSURFHVV2EVHUYDWLRQV
from the journal provide my interpretation and relatively immediate reactions to
instances highlighted in the transcripts. Conversely, excerpts from the transcripts
serve as concrete referents for commentaries made or concerns raised in the journal.
Finally, the content and design of the quizzes provide a third, less direct angle from
which to view my framing of the issues of communication.
The data analysis sought to answer the following research questions. Though
expressed in personal terms, these questions are explored on the premise that
WHDFKHUVEHQHÀWIURPUHSRUWVRIRWKHULQVWUXFWRU·VSURIHVVLRQDOH[SHULHQFHV %RUJ
 
1. How did I frame my expectations for classroom communication on
WKHÀUVWGD\RIFODVV"
$VVSHFLÀFLQFLGHQWVUHODWHGWR/YV/XVHWKHDVVXPSWLRQRI
truthfulness, and voice surfaced throughout the academic term, how did
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WKH\UHÁHFWRUFRQWUDGLFWWKHH[SHFWDWLRQVIRUFODVVURRPFRPPXQLFDWLRQ
WKDW,DUWLFXODWHGRQWKHÀUVWGD\"
+RZGR,SURSRVHWRFKDQJHRULPSURYHP\WHDFKLQJSUDFWLFHVLQOLJKW
RIWKHÀQGLQJVRIWKLVDQDO\VLV"
FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION
First Day of Class: Establishing Expectations
Teachers and students at educational institutions of many types recognize
WKHVLJQLÀFDQFHRIWKHÀUVWGD\RIFODVV7KRXJKWKHH[FLWHPHQWRIWHQDVVRFLDWHG
with back-to-school traditions in lower grades is much diminished in the university
VHWWLQJPDQ\LQVWUXFWRUVLQKLJKHUHGXFDWLRQYLHZWKHÀUVWGD\DVDFUXFLDOPRPHQW
for establishing academic expectations, outlining performance standards, and setWLQJDQDSSURSULDWHWRQHIRUDQHZFRXUVH(QWHULQJFODVVRQWKHÀUVWGD\RI6SDQLVK
,ZDVQRH[FHSWLRQ$ZDUHWKDWVWXGHQWVPD\QRWNQRZZKDWWRH[SHFWLQWKHLU
ÀUVWXQLYHUVLW\OHYHOODQJXDJHFRXUVH,IHOWLWZDVLPSRUWDQWWRFRPPXQLFDWHP\
expectations and standards from the very beginning.
7KRXJK,KLJKOLJKWHGDYDULHW\RILVVXHVRQWKHÀUVWGD\,JDYHVSHFLDOHPSKDVLVWRFODVVURRPFRPPXQLFDWLRQVSHFLÀFDOO\P\SODQWRXVHWKHWDUJHWODQJXDJHDV
the nearly exclusive language of instruction. Aware that many of the true beginners
would panic, as would some students with previous experience in classes that had
been conducted, for the most part, in English, I not only wanted to be transparent
DERXWP\LQWHQWLRQVEXWDOVRKRSHGWREXLOGVWXGHQWV·FRQÀGHQFHKHOSLQJWKHP
realize how much they could actually understand in the L2.
:LWKWKLVJRDOLQPLQG,GHFLGHGWRVWDUWRXUÀUVWFODVVVHVVLRQZLWKDEULHI
/OLVWHQLQJH[HUFLVH,VSRNHQR(QJOLVKDVVWXGHQWVÀOHGLQWRWKHURRPDQGZKHQ
it was time to start class, gave each student a half-sheet of paper that contained a
list of seven true/false statements about me written in simple Spanish with many
FRJQDWHV,WKHQLQWURGXFHGP\VHOILQ6SDQLVKEULHÁ\RXWOLQLQJP\EDFNJURXQG
and describing my favorite foods and activities, as students listened and circled
´FLHUWRµR´IDOVRµIRUHDFKVWDWHPHQWRQWKHLUOLVW$IWHUJRLQJRYHUWKHFRUUHFWDQswers together, I switched into English to talk about the strategies they had used
to understand me.
Later, as I further laid out my expectations for the course, I reinforced my
intentions to communicate primarily in the target language. Had students missed
WKHXQGHUO\LQJPHVVDJHRIWKHOLVWHQLQJDFWLYLW\,DUWLFXODWHGLWIRUWKHP´$V\RX
can tell by how we’ve started, we’re going to use a lot of Spanish in this class.” I
DGGHG´,ZDQW\RXWRXQGHUVWDQGEXW\RX·UHQRWJRLQJWRXQGHUVWDQGHYHU\OLWWOH
ZRUGDWÀUVW6RMXVWOLNHZHGLGLQWKLVDFWLYLW\\RX·YHJRWWROLVWHQIRUWKHJLVW
OLVWHQIRUWKHPDLQLGHDVR\RXFDQÀJXUHRXWZKDW·VJRLQJRQµ,ODWHUFRQWLQXHG
´,W·VRQHRIWKHWULFNLHVWWKLQJVDERXWOHDUQLQJDODQJXDJHLVJHWWLQJXVHGWRQRWXQderstanding everything and not kind of freaking out, alright?” (Transcript, January
15, Day 1) Before reverting to Spanish and using the L2 for the remainder of the

(GVWURP
FODVVSHULRG,RIIHUHGWKHIROORZLQJWZRIROGMXVWLÀFDWLRQIRUP\/XVH
Transcript: January 15 (Day 1)
...the purpose is not to make it harder but to get you ready for Spanish 2, which
a lot of you are going to have to take, and um, you know, listening, we have
reading, listening, speaking, and writing as the four main skills, and the best
way to learn how to listen is for me to speak to you in Spanish.

Most language teachers and researchers value use of the L2 as the primary
language of instruction. Thus, it could be argued that the activity designed to help
learners recognize the extent of their ability to comprehend target language input
constituted a mini-lesson in learning strategies for beginning students. However,
WKH GXDO UDWLRQDOH MXVWLÀFDWLRQ , RIIHUHG IRU P\ / XVH H[SRVHG D GHHSVHHGHG
contradiction, a pattern that, as I later discovered, would characterize classroom
communication throughout the term.
Though perhaps intended as an appeal to some students’ practical, utilitarLDQDSSURDFKWRHGXFDWLRQWKHÀUVWUHDVRQ,RIIHUHGLVSXUHO\DFDGHPLFDQGEHJV
WKHTXHVWLRQ,WKHWHDFKHUDPJRLQJWRPD[LPL]HP\XVHRI6SDQLVKLQVR
\RXZLOOEHSUHSDUHGIRU$Q\SRWHQWLDOEHQHÀWVWXGHQWVGHULYHIURPFXUUHQW
exposure to L2 input is deferred to a future course that some students will not take
and that, regardless, may very well be conducted in English. The second reason,
though also practical in nature, offers more immediate relevance and, framed as
´WKHEHVWZD\WROHDUQµDOPRVWSURPLVHVDFHUWDLQGHJUHHRIDFDGHPLFVXFFHVV,W
does connect the language of instruction to the development of communication
VNLOOVVSHFLÀFDOO\WRWKHKRQLQJRIVWXGHQWV·/OLVWHQLQJDELOLW\
7KHUHDUHQXPHURXVSRVVLEOHH[SODQDWLRQVIRUP\ZHDNMXVWLÀFDWLRQRI/XVH
,WPD\UHÁHFWWKHLQDELOLW\WRDUWLFXODWHP\SHGDJRJLFDOEHOLHIVRQWKHVSRWUHSUHVHQW
an attempt to make a challenging pedagogical practice more palatable to students,
or, at a deeper level, reveal a certain ambivalence on my part. It almost seems as
though I anticipated that students would not like my L2 use, and I blame it on their
future language teachers. Looking back, I was surprised by the shallowness of my
rationale and began to question my commitment to exclusive, or nearly exclusive,
XVHRIWKHWDUJHWODQJXDJH$FDUHIXODQDO\VLVRIP\DFWLRQVDQGUHÁHFWLRQVRYHU
the rest of the semester uncovers similarly contradictory messages in regard to L2
use as well as issues of classroom communication in general.
Classroom Communication: Long-Term Patterns
Throughout the term, there were periodic disparities between what I said
DERXWFODVVURRPFRPPXQLFDWLRQDQGZKDW,DFWXDOO\GLGLQDGGLWLRQWKHUHZHUH
mismatches between what I expected or intended and what actually happened. Three
VSHFLÀFDUHDVRILQFRQVLVWHQF\KDYHEHHQKLJKOLJKWHGIRUDQDO\VLV//XVHWKH
assumption of truthfulness, and voice. First, there was a clear contradiction between
my statements about maximizing L2 use and the degree to which I actually did.
Second, though I assumed that all classroom communication would be truthful, I did
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not realize that the veracity of the information exchanged would be necessarily tied
WROHDUQHUV·/DELOLW\LQRWKHUZRUGVWKHWUXWKIXOQHVVRIOHDUQHUV·FRPPXQLFDWLRQ
depended upon, and may have been restricted by, their L2 skills. Finally, my belief
in being student-centered and insuring that learners have a voice was not always
UHÁHFWHGLQRXUFODVVURRPFRPPXQLFDWLRQ,URQLFDOO\LQVRPHLQVWDQFHVVWXGHQWV·
self-expression was contingent upon the linguistic resources that I supplied. Each
of these aspects of classroom communication will be explored separately.
//8VH
As noted earlier, I began the semester by trying to communicate my intention
´WRXVHDORWRI6SDQLVKµDQGDWWHPSWHGWREXLOGVWXGHQWV·FRQÀGHQFHLQWKHPHULWVRI
that approach through an L2 listening activity. Though I never actually stated that
Spanish would be the primary language of instruction or indicated how much L1 or
/,ZRXOGVSHDN,KRSHGWRXVH6SDQLVKWRRIWKHWLPH7KHWUDQVFULSWV
indicate, however, that I was not entirely successful in following through with my
JRDO2YHUWKHFRXUVHRIWKHVHPHVWHUDSSUR[LPDWHO\RIP\FRPPXQLFDWLRQ
WRRN SODFH LQ (QJOLVK (GVWURP   DQG VWXGHQWV FOHDUO\ KDG RSSRUWXQLWLHV
whether in collective or individual exchanges, to rely on the L1.1 Rather than focus
on the legitimacy of such L1 use, this analysis explores the disassociation between
my beliefs about language use and my actual practice.
Journal data indicate internal tension between what I felt I should do and
what I did, as seen in the following excerpts:
-RXUQDO)HEUXDU\ 'D\
At the end of class I asked them to write a riddle incorporating the vocabulary and grammar that we’ve just studied. I had a model on a transparency but
didn’t have instructions indicating that I wanted them to do the same thing. I
ended up giving those instructions in English. I wish I had written it out ahead
of time because I would have preferred using Spanish.
-RXUQDO0DUFK 'D\
I remember cracking a joke, making a sarcastic remark at one point during
class today. At the moment I did it I remember thinking consciously that I had
used English. I was aware that the comment wasn’t even necessary.
Journal: March 26 (Day 18)
I don’t feel like feeling guilty any more about my language choice....I’m
using as much Spanish as I can.
-RXUQDO$SULO 'D\
I feel bad about my use of English today. I think I used it more than necessary....

5HIHUHQFHVWRZKDW´,ZLVK,KDGµGRQHRU´ZRXOGKDYHSUHIHUUHGµDQGWRXVLQJ
English for a comment that I recognized as unnecessary communicate dissatisfaction
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ZLWKP\RZQWHDFKLQJSUDFWLFHVVSHFLÀFDOO\ZLWKP\FKRLFHRIODQJXDJH2WKHU
FRPPHQWVDERXW´IHHOLQJJXLOW\µRU´EDGµUHYHDODQHYHQGHHSHUOHYHORILQWHUQDO
tension between what I felt I should do and what I actually did.
Finally, the quiz data also provide evidence of mixed messages. My commitment to using the L2 and emphasizing communication clearly broke down on
Quiz 2, the instructions for which follow:
4XL] SWV 
 &KRRVHRIWKHIROORZLQJZRUGVDQGZULWHWKHPLQ6SDQLVK6SHOOLQJDQG
accents count. If the word is a noun, you should include the el or la.

Though this was the only quiz on which I asked students to translate directly, I felt
guilty about its format. I recognized the mismatch between this form of assessment
DQGP\SHGDJRJLFDOEHOLHIVEXWFKRVHWRXVHLWDQ\ZD\DVFRQÀUPHGE\P\MRXUQDOHQWU\WKHTXL]´ZDVKRUULEO\PHFKDQLFDODQGQRQFRPPXQLFDWLYHµ -RXUQDO
-DQXDU\'D\ 7KLVIRUPDWZDVTXLWHGLIIHUHQWIURP4XL]DOVRDYRFDEXODU\
TXL]LQZKLFK,DVNHGVWXGHQWVWRSURYLGHH[DPSOHVRIXQLYHUVLW\FRXUVHVWKDWÀW
into categories like arts or social sciences and to indicate what school supplies
professors and/or students need.
7DNLQJDVWHSEDFNIURPWKHPRUHLPPHGLDWHUHÁHFWLRQVRIWKHMRXUQDO,QRZ
question to what extent the translation activity actually contradicted my pedagogical
beliefs. My journal entry after giving Quiz 1 reveals what was on my mind when
I prepared Quiz 2:
-RXUQDO-DQXDU\ 'D\
I am not happy with their preparation for the quiz today [Quiz 1]. From
what I saw they didn’t do well. I’m not going to grade them extra-tough but
I’m not going to be easy either. They’ve got to get the idea that this is serious.
The quiz was easy and if they aren’t taking studying seriously now, they’re
going to be really lost in a week or two.

I was clearly concerned about student performance and seemed to view quizzes as
the means to motivate, or force, my students to study. My comments in English at
the beginning of the class session between Quizzes 1 and 2 clarify what I meant
E\´WKH\GLGQ·WGRZHOOµ
7UDQVFULSW-DQXDU\ 'D\
About the quiz [Quiz 1], as I said, they were ok for the most part, but some
of you need to work on details. Shh. So, we’re going to give it another run on
Wednesday.... And so for this quiz [Quiz 2] on Wednesday, I’ll tell you exactly
what to expect. I will lift ten words off of these two pages and I will write them
in English and I will ask you to write them in Spanish. That’s it, but you need
to spell them right. You need to know if it’s an el or a la. If it’s got an accent,
the accent needs to be there. So, if it’s not spelled right, credit off. Um, why?
Why I am torturing you when I could decipher ‘biology’ out of all the ‘i’s and
‘o’s and ‘l’s in your word? Because you’ll never survive the semester and you
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will never survive Spanish II if you don’t start being more careful now. So,
well it’s still manageable, learn to spell these words.

These remarks provide a unique window into my pedagogical beliefs. First,
my emphasis on details like spelling establishes accuracy as a priority equal to that
of successfully communicating one’s message. In fact, these transcript data suggest
that I do not consider a written message to have been adequately relayed, even
LI,FDQ´GHFLSKHUµLWXQOHVVLWLVVSHOOHGFRUUHFWO\6HFRQGUHFXUULQJFRPPHQWV
about students not surviving the current semester, or the next, reveal a particular
sensitivity to the snowballing nature of traditional language learning. Perhaps this
concern was sincere, motivated by my own experiences with confused secondsemester students, or, perhaps it was a manipulative appeal to students’ practical
concerns about academic success as a front for pushing accuracy. Nevertheless,
once again, I shifted any blame to students’ non-existent future Spanish teacher.
Finally this excerpt from the transcript sheds light on why I used a format that I
P\VHOIGHVFULEHGDV´KRUULEO\PHFKDQLFDODQGQRQFRPPXQLFDWLYHµ,VHHPHGWR
associate rigor with the mastery of detail. Thus, though translation activities per
VHGRQRWUHÁHFWP\SHGDJRJLFDOEHOLHIVDERXWFRPPXQLFDWLRQDQGLWVFHQWUDOUROH
in L2 learning, I did associate such activities with rigorous study and considered
them an appropriate, if not necessary, tool to push students to the level and type of
achievement I wanted. Ironically, but not surprisingly, the quizzes did not produce
the rigor or thoroughness I had hoped for.
In short, it appears that, in some cases, my reported concern over accuracy
DQG´ULJRURXVµSUHSDUDWLRQIRUIXWXUHVHPHVWHUVRYHUFDPHP\FRPPLWPHQWWRPD[Lmizing the target language for communicative purposes. Though from a student’s
SHUVSHFWLYHP\XVHRI6SDQLVKRIWKHWLPHPD\KDYHVHHPHGFRQVLVWHQWZLWK
WKHÀUVWGD\H[SHFWDWLRQV,HVWDEOLVKHG,ZDVQRWVDWLVÀHG*LYHQWKHVWUHQJWKRI
my personal commitment to nearly exclusive use of Spanish, my L1 use struck me
as hypocritical and disappointing.
7KH$VVXPSWLRQRI7UXWKIXOQHVV
A second discrepancy in my approach to communication involves the assumption of truthfulness. During class students had many opportunities to make
meaning in the L2 by describing themselves, their families, daily activities, school
schedules, etc. When communicating about such topics, students might have
described their real activities, but it was also possible that they made up answers
using vocabulary that was more familiar or information that was easier to express.
These contexts raised the issue of truthfulness.
-DFNVRQ %RRVWURP DQG +DQVHQ   PDGH WKH IROORZLQJ REVHUYDWLRQV
DERXWWKHDVVXPSWLRQRIWUXWKIXOQHVVLQWKHW\SLFDOFODVVURRP´7HDFKHUVWKHZRUOG
over are expected to speak the truth when addressing their students, and students
are expected to do the same when speaking up in class... The expectation that both
teachers and students speak the truth is absolutely essential to the conduct of inVWUXFWLRQµ S 7KH\DGG´LQVWUXFWLRQFDQRQO\SURFHHGVPRRWKO\DQGSURSHUO\
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ZKHQHYHU\RQHLQYROYHGLVWHOOLQJWKHWUXWKRUVRPHWKLQJFORVHWRLWµ S WKH\
highlight the hypothetical example of a teacher who deliberately misleads students
DERXWKLVWRULFDOIDFWVLQDGGLWLRQWRWKHGLIÀFXOW\DWHDFKHUIDFHVLQWU\LQJWRKHOS
students if they misrepresent what they actually know.
This assumption plays out differently, however, in the second language classURRPDVHWWLQJLQZKLFK´ULJKWµRU´ZURQJµDQVZHUVKDYHEHHQWUDGLWLRQDOO\GHÀQHG
by the grammaticality of their expression rather than their content. Even within
FRPPXQLFDWLYH DQG SURÀFLHQF\EDVHG DSSURDFKHV WKH YHUDFLW\ RI WKH SHUVRQDO
information that students supply is often unrelated to the assessment process.
5HWXUQLQJWRWKH6SDQLVKFRQWH[WZHVHHHYLGHQFHRIWKHDVVXPSWLRQRI
WUXWKIXOQHVVIURPWKHYHU\ÀUVWGD\RIFODVV6WXGHQWVOLNHO\DVVXPHGDQGULJKWO\VR
that the activities and interests I mentioned in the listening exercise were pastimes
WKDW,UHDOO\GRHQMR\/LNHZLVHWKHUHZDVOLWWOHGRXEWWKDWZKHQDVNHG´¢&yPRWH
OODPDV"µ ¶:KDW·V\RXUQDPH"· DQG´¢'HGyQGHHUHV?” (‘Where are you from?’),
all members of the classroom community responded truthfully.
As the semester progressed, however, I sent very mixed messages about the
role of truthfulness in our classroom communication. Such messages appeared as
early as the third week of class. To review the numbers we had already learned, I
asked students to tell me their phone numbers in Spanish, and in response to their
QHUYRXVKHVLWDWLRQDVVXUHGWKHP´,·PQRWJRLQJWRNQRZLI\RX·UHULJKWRUZURQJµ
7UDQVFULSW-DQXDU\'D\ 7KRXJKP\FRPPHQWZDVLQWHQGHGWRDOOHYLDWH
students’ anxiety and encourage participation, I sent a strong message that the truthfulness of what they said was unimportant. In fact, there is no reason that students
could not have invented telephone numbers, avoiding all numerals that they could
not remember or did not want to pronounce in Spanish. Like a language teacher
FLWHGE\-RKQVWRQ  P\PHVVDJHZDV´¶-XVWVD\DQ\WKLQJ·LPSO\LQJWKDWLW
LVWKHPDNLQJRIODQJXDJHWKDWPDWWHUVQRWLWVFRQWHQWµ S 
Similar incidents suggest that I devalued content on multiple occasions during
the semester. One example surfaced when I gave students some performance tips
WRKHOSWKHPGRZHOORQWHVWVDQGTXL]]HV,VWDWHG´:KHQ\RX·UHWDNLQJDWHVWLQ
here or a quiz and I ask you a question like ‘what does your brother do?’ and your
brother is a microbiologist, you say, ‘mi hermano es medico,’ he’s a doctor or he’s
a teacher. I mean, be as honest as you can. It’s important, I mean I don’t want you
to lie, but don’t set yourself up [for complex vocabulary].” Though on one hand,
such advice may be quite appropriate from the test-taking perspective, it implies
that I really didn’t care what their brother did. I did not encourage students to try,
XVLQJVWUDWHJLHVDQGFLUFXPORFXWLRQWRFRPPXQLFDWHWKDWKHZDVDPLFURELRORJLVW
rather, I indicated that they would be rewarded for accurately and successfully
reporting a simpler piece of lexical information.
In many cases, it was the students who opened my eyes to the real messages
I was sending. For instance, they pointed out, by humorously imitating me when
WKH\DQVZHUHGDTXHVWLRQLQFODVVWKDW,RIWHQXVHGWKHH[SUHVVLRQ´EODKEODKEODKµ
when giving a model. Consider this example:
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7UDQVFULSW0DUFK 'D\
 %XHQRQ~PHURXQRHVPX\IiFLO¢'HGyQGHHUHV"6R\GHEODKEODKEODK
(‘Okay, number one is very easy. Where are you from? I’m from blah, blah,
blah.’)

I seemed to use this odd expression to speed things along when reviewing
material that students should have already known. Because I was in a hurry, I did
not make the mental effort to complete a phrase with actual content. In doing so,
I modeled sloppy work habits, eliminated the essential vocabulary that would
KDYH UHPLQGHG VWXGHQWV ZKDW ¢GH GyQGH HUHV" PHDQV DQG LQ FDVHV OLNH WKLV
communicated the message that verb conjugations and prepositions (soy de) are
PRUHLPSRUWDQWWKDQWKHLUDFFRPSDQ\LQJFRQWHQW,ODWHUUHÁHFWHGRQWKHVWXGHQWV·
observation in my journal:
-RXUQDO0DUFK 'D\
We all laughed and I told students that ‘blah, blah, blah’ was reserved for
me. I was the one who could say that but they needed to say more... It made
me aware that I say ‘blah, blah, blah’ all the time when I’m modeling activities. I give a brief answer and then say that. Wow... Maybe I should model
more seriously for them what they have to do, putting in the same effort that
I expect from them.

In spite of my inconsistencies, I was surprised and disturbed when students handled
communication in a similarly careless manner or when they suggested that a truthful
answer was not important. For instance, early in the term we were talking about
families. I asked a student how many siblings he had and, later, followed up by
DVNLQJZKDWWKRVHVLEOLQJVGLG,KDGRIIHUHGDIHZSRVVLELOLWLHVVXFKDV´¢WUDEDMD"µ
¶'RHVKHZRUN"· DQG´¢HVWXGLD"µ ¶'RHVKHVWXG\"· ZKHQFODVVPDWHVVXJJHVWHG
WKDWWKLVVWXGHQWVLPSO\DQVZHUDIÀUPDWLYHO\MXVWIRUWKHVDNHRIUHVSRQGLQJ0\
reaction was immediate, yet in jest. I played along in a teasing way, yet indicating
that I got the point of the class’s suggestion, as seen in the following excerpt from
the transcript:
7UDQVFULSW)HEUXDU\ 'D\ 
Just to get it over with, you know lie to me right? Alright, we’ll make
something up. What do you want to make up about your brother? He does
what? Lie to me.

Students laughed at my exaggerated response, but the incident had a rather serious impact on me. It was still on my mind after class when I wrote the following
entry in my journal:
-RXUQDO)HEUXDU\ 'D\
A very strange thing happened in class. I asked a student what his brother
does, trying to elicit some verb practice. I [offered] a possible answer but [the
student] indicated that he didn’t do that particular activity. At that moment
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[another student suggested] that [his classmate] should say yes to my prompt,
presumably just to move things along. Interesting. The perception that content
isn’t really the focus. Maybe students were just teasing. Maybe they just wanted
to get to the next activity. But, it is possible that they were communicated [sic]
the message that if you get the verb right, who cares what you are saying.

7KLVLQFLGHQWFRQÀUPVWKDWWKHDVVXPSWLRQRIWUXWKIXOQHVVGLGQRWDOZD\V
underlie communication in our classroom community though the degree to which
P\PL[HGPHVVDJHVLQÁXHQFHGVWXGHQWV·DVVXPSWLRQVDQGEHKDYLRULVGLIÀFXOWWR
prove. Ironically, it is possible that my joking response to this incident may have
further suggested that I really did not expect the truth in certain contexts. Of course,
the consequences of a student saying that his brother is a lawyer rather than an
architect, because we had learned the former word but not the latter, are not in and
of themselves terribly important. Nevertheless, such incidents do raise pedagogical
LVVXHV:HUHVWXGHQWVWU\LQJWRSDFLI\PHZLWKWKHLUUHVSRQVHVVR,ZRXOG´PRYH
along” to another student or another activity? To what extent were students learning how to describe their real lives and prepare for possible opportunities to use
Spanish in an authentic way outside the classroom?
The assumption of truthfulness is also relevant to assessment, including
grammar-based activities. As part of the communicative approach, teachers are
HQFRXUDJHGWRFRQWH[WXDOL]HJUDPPDULQVWUXFWLRQDQGHYDOXDWLRQWKXVLQVWHDGRI
simply asking students to mechanically conjugate present tense verbs, students may
use present tense verbs to describe the daily activities of their friends or family
members. Sometimes, contextualizing involves putting students in a hypothetical
situation (i.e. Imagine that you are going to take a trip to Venezuela. Write a list of
the activities that you want to do and the items you need to bring.)
,QWKLV6SDQLVKFODVV4XL]ZDVFRQWH[WXDOL]HG6WXGHQWVZHUHDVNHG
WRKHOSWKHLUIULHQG´-DVRQµZKRZDVJRLQJWR3XHUWR5LFRIRUWKHÀUVWWLPHE\
completing the following types of tasks:
A. Tu amigo, Jason, está en Puerto Rico y necesita hacer las siguientes diligencias. Completa cada frase con la palabra más apropiada de la lista abajo.
(5 pts.)
<RXUIULHQG-DVRQLVLQ3XHUWR5LFRDQGQHHGVWRGRWKHIROORZLQJHUUDQGV
&RPSOHWHHDFKSKUDVHZLWKWKHPRVWDSSURSULDWHZRUGIURPWKHOLVWEHORZ
B. Jason viaja mucho y necesita recomendaciones sobre los mejores (best)
medios de transporte. Marque con un círculo la respuesta correcta. (2 pts.)
(Jason travels a lot and needs recommendations for the best means of
WUDQVSRUWDWLRQ&LUFOHWKHFRUUHFWDQVZHU
C. Jason es malo para los mapas. Siga las indicaciones y escriba el nombre
GHOHGLÀFLRFRUUHFWR SWV 
-DVRQLVEDGZLWKPDSV)ROORZWKHGLUHFWLRQVDQGZULWHWKHQDPHRIWKH
FRUUHFWEXLOGLQJ

2QH7HDFKHU·V$SSURDFKWR&RPPXQLFDWLRQ161
This quiz corresponded closely to the personalized activities we did in class
and represented an attempt to assess students’ vocabulary and grammar skills in
a communicative way, though in reality, this contextualization merely disguised
PXOWLSOHFKRLFHDQGÀOOLQWKHEODQNH[HUFLVHV3DUW$RQWKHTXL]LVLQHVVHQFHD
ÀOOLQWKHEODQNH[HUFLVHEDVHGRQUXQQLQJHUUDQGVDQG3DUW%LVDPXOWLSOHFKRLFH
activity that incorporates the imperative with vocabulary about transportation.
It is beyond the scope of this paper to explore the merits of performance-based
and authentic assessment, but they both offer promising formats through which
the assumption of truthfulness can be preserved. It is true that even some of those
´UHDOOLIHµDVVHVVPHQWVUHTXLUHDWHPSRUDU\VXVSHQVLRQRIUHDOLW\DVLQWKHFDVHRI
Quiz 8. Students did not really have a friend named Jason who visited Puerto Rico.
Pushing that hypothetical scenario to its logical end, if students really had a friend
named Jason who needed help, he probably would have preferred to communicate
with them in English. Nevertheless, given the fact that assessment and language
learning in a classroom setting are almost always contrived to a certain degree, the
quiz format is acceptable, but inconsistencies do surface when the contextualized
nature of the exercises is equated with real-life or truthful communication.
In sum, these data indicate that I devalued content in my communication with
language students. Even when I was sincerely interested in what they were saying,
they sensed that simply giving an answer would move things along. Furthermore,
my attempts to incorporate content into assessment merely disguised traditional
testing formats.
Voice
A third, related area of classroom communication in which I sent mixed
PHVVDJHVLVWKDWRIYRLFH-XVWDV,VXJJHVWHGWKDWVWXGHQWVDYRLGGLIÀFXOWYRFDEXlary (i.e. do not say that your brother is a microbiologist), I showed myself to be
a controlling force by interfering with the messages students actually wanted to
send and ignoring their real communicative needs. For instance, students did a
series of activities using the Internet as part of an imaginary trip to Puerto Rico.
$PRQJRWKHUWDVNVWKH\KDGWRÀQGDKRWHODQGDUHVWDXUDQWXVLQJDQRQOLQHPDS
of Old San Juan, choose a meeting place where they would connect with a friend.
They also had to list the activities they were interested in doing while on the island. When a student asked me how to express in Spanish an activity that we had
QRWOHDUQHG,UHVSRQGHG´:HOOVWLFNWRVWXII\RXNQRZKRZWRVD\<RXFDQJR
to the beach, you can eat in restaurants, you can go to the museum, you can do
VZLPPLQJµ 7UDQVFULSW0DUFK'D\ ,WLVLURQLFWKDWZKHQDVWXGHQWZDV
truly motivated to make meaning in Spanish, perhaps to describe a real hobby or
pastime of his, I denied him the opportunity.
Not only did I encourage students to limit themselves to what they already
knew, I set up their classmates’ knowledge as a boundary. For example, during one
class period students practiced question formation by preparing a list of questions
they would use to interview me. When a student asked how to form a question
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XVLQJDJUDPPDWLFDOWHQVHZHKDGQRWVWXGLHG,UHVSRQGHG´,SUHIHU\RXWRXVH
VRPHWKLQJWKHZKROHFODVVZLOOEHDEOHWR>XQGHUVWDQG@EXWLW·V¶¢GyQGHHVWXGLDVWH"·µ 7UDQVFULSW$SULO'D\ 7KRXJKLQWKLVFDVH,GLGVXSSO\WKHDQVZHU
I discouraged the student from asking what she really wanted to know (a question
that required the past tense) reportedly for the sake of her classmates. Granted,
students do get confused when a more informed peer uses unfamiliar language or
FRPSOH[VWUXFWXUHVQHYHUWKHOHVVP\UHVSRQVHZDVVKRUWVLJKWHG
I also exercised my authority in determining what vocabulary students
should learn to say in Spanish and what could be expressed in English. Early in
the semester, students were describing their class schedules to each other. As I
monitored pair work, several students asked me how to say the names of particular
courses in Spanish. At times, I translated the course into Spanish, as in the case of
´3UREOHPDV6RFLDOHVµ 6RFLDO3UREOHPV ´6DOXGµ +HDOWK ´(VWXGLRV)HPHQLQRVµ
:RPHQ·V6WXGLHV DQG´$GPLQLVWUDFLyQµ 0DQDJHPHQW ,QRQHFDVH,WUDQVODWHG
the course into Spanish but then, perhaps due to the North American nature of the
VXEMHFWVWDWHG´¶)UHVKPDQ([SHULHQFH·HVWiELHQµ 7UDQVFULSW-DQXDU\'D\
 7KRXJK,VDZQRQHHGIRUXVLQJRUUHPHPEHULQJDUDWKHUDZNZDUGWUDQVODWLRQ
P\EHKDYLRUPD\KDYHEHHQGLIÀFXOWWRLQWHUSUHWIURPDVWXGHQWSHUVSHFWLYH+RZ
did they know what vocabulary they could express in English?
Further complicating the issue were the instances when I did not know how
to say a word in Spanish. During one lesson on ethnicity, students were identifying their nationalities. When asked to supply a nationality that was not on the list,
,UHSOLHG´,GRQ·WNQRZKRZWRVD\WKDWLQ6SDQLVK,·OOOHW\RXNQRZRQ)ULGD\µ
This incident highlights the inconsistency of my practice. Why did I require the L2
IRUQDWLRQDOLWLHVDQGFRXUVHVVXFKDV´3UREOHPDV6RFLDOHVµEXWOHIWVLPLODUSKUDVHV
OLNH´)UHVKPDQ([SHULHQFHµLQWKH/")XUWKHUPRUHZKDWPDGHVRPHZRUGVVR
important that I investigated outside of class to be sure students could access them
in Spanish while other concepts could simply be expressed in the L1? Such inconsistencies have problematic implications for the issue of voice. I had the right
to make decisions about how I would express myself. Students, on the other hand,
did not have the authority to decide what vocabulary must be expressed in Spanish
or what could be communicated in the L1.
In like fashion, the quizzes I created that semester did not take voice into
DFFRXQWEXWUDWKHUUHÁHFWHGP\DXWKRULWDWLYHUROH,QFRQWUDVWWRDOWHUQDWLYHIRUPV
of assessment such as portfolios in which students have a role in determining
how they are evaluated, the quizzes analyzed for the present study were teachercentered and allowed for little or no self-expression. Their format was based in
large part on discrete point responses and did not include open-ended sections in
which students had freedom to create with the language. Though students had the
opportunity to express themselves more freely on short composition assignments,
the quizzes constituted the one component of the course that I, not the coordinator
of the language program, designed.
In short, my approach to issues of communication over the course of the
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VHPHVWHUGLGQRWUHÁHFWWKHVWDQGDUGV,WRXWHGRQWKHÀUVWGD\RIFODVV,VHQWPL[HG
messages about target and native language use, the assumption of truthfulness, and
voice. This analysis suggests that the contradictions in my pedagogical practice
UXQGHHSHUWKDQPHUHDFWLRQVDQGZRUGVDQGPD\UHÁHFWDPELJXLW\LQP\EHOLHIV
DERXWODQJXDJHWHDFKLQJ2QHVSHFLÀFH[DPSOHLVWKHDSSURDFK,WRRNLQDWWHPSWing to justify L2 use to my students. I question whether I was unable to articulate
a clear rationale or whether I was actually unwilling. While I certainly have not
abandoned the belief that the L2 should be maximized, my once-settled conviction that I should never use the L1 has softened both in response to developments
LQUHVHDUFKRQODQJXDJHDFTXLVLWLRQDQGGXHWRWKHFRQÀGHQFH,KDYHJDLQHGRYHU
time as a teacher. Though one might expect teachers to become more set in their
ways over time, my experience suggests that it is never too late to re-evaluate one
of my most basic beliefs about language teaching and learning.
Final Observations
+DYLQJUHÁHFWHGRQP\SHGDJRJLFDOSUDFWLFHZKDWFDQ,OHDUQIURPWKHVH
observations about classroom communication, and how can I use them to further
my own growth? What implications might my experience have for other teachers? I will highlight several applications of this analysis, beginning with the most
personal.
)LUVW,PXVWWDNHDFWLYHVWHSVWRDIÀUPQRWMXVWWKHDFFXUDF\EXWDOVRWKH
FRQWHQWRIVWXGHQWV·PHVVDJHV$V6ZDIIDU  QRWHV´FRPPXQLFDWLRQQHHGV
WREHHYDOXDWHGLQWHUPVRIVXFFHVVRUPLVÀUHQHLWKHURIZKLFKFDQEHDVVHVVHG
without attending to both the content to be communicated and the communicative
VLWXDWLRQµ S :KLOHVRPHVWXGHQWVPD\HQWHUWKHFODVVSUHGLVSRVHGWRIRFXV
on accuracy over meaning due to past experience or their own conceptualization
of language learning, all students can easily reach the conclusion that grammatical form is a teacher’s priority. To counteract this tendency, I might incorporate
authentic texts or other content-based materials into the lesson, implement more
information gap activities that require students to use the content they exchange,
and follow up on students’ responses by giving feedback that encourages elaboration and stimulates dialogue. In my case, slowing down the pace of the class and
taking time to give complete models (as opposed to partial examples that end with
´EODKEODKEODKµ LVDOVRLPSRUWDQW
Second, I must structure the course around students’ interests and create
opportunities for them to access L2 vocabulary and structures they need for communicating their messages. I noted the following in my journal:
Journal: March 26 (Day 18)
I’m constantly telling them to use words they know, keep it simple, etc. But
isn’t it good that they want to know how to say other things? That’s creating
with the language in a sense. I guess the problem is that I spend a whole lot
of time feeding them vocabulary (or they spend time looking up words) that
WKH\·UHQRWJRLQJWRUHPHPEHUDQ\ZD\,VKRXOGÀQGDZD\WRLQFRUSRUDWHWKH
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words they want to learn into the course.
Perhaps a component of the language course should be the creation of personalized dictionaries so that all students leave the class at least partially
equipped with vocabulary, phrases, or expressions relevant to their own lives
and interests.

Third, I should balance opportunities for creating with language in imaginative contexts and in activities that resemble real life tasks with opportunities to
IRFXVRQODQJXDJHOHDUQLQJDVDVNLOO$V:DOVK  QRWHV
In their haste to be ‘communicative,’ it seems that language teachers have
overlooked the simple fact that the L2 classroom is a social context in its own
right. Instead of trying to make that context more like the ‘real, outside world,’
teachers’ time might be better spent trying to understand the interactional processes which create the ‘real, inside world’ of the L2 classroom (p. 125).

In spite of my attempts to contextualize language practice, students were
always well aware that we were in a classroom and, at times, seemed to grow
tired of pretending that they were preparing for a trip, striking up a dialogue with
a stranger on the street, or helping an imaginary exchange student with her class
schedule. They also enjoyed doing activities that focused openly on the fact that
they were language learners. I commented on one such activity in my journal:
-RXUQDO)HEUXDU\ 'D\
Today’s class was fun. There was a lot of laughter and joking. I had a good
time, and I think the students did too... We started out with a vocabulary activity
in which students had to describe, in Spanish, a word to their partner who tried
to guess it. At the end of the activity I wrote the word circumlocution on the
board and talked about the activity as an example of it. We dissected the word
DQGFDPHWRWKHPHDQLQJ´WRWDONDURXQGVRPHWKLQJµ,JDYHWKHH[DPSOHIURP
when I lived in Honduras and the toilet stopped working. I demonstrated my
negotiation around the word I didn’t know (toilet) and suggested that this skill
is important and frequently used. They laughed at my example, but I think it
made the point.

Finally, this study underscores the need for teachers like me to engage in a
FRQWLQXDOSURFHVVRIUHÁHFWLRQDQGVHOIDQDO\VLV7KHEHQHÀWVRIUHVHDUFKWKDWWDNHV
DFROODERUDWLYHDSSURDFKWRUHÁHFWLYHVHOIDQDO\VLV /D]DUDWRQ ,VKLKDUD
2VNR] /LVNLQ*DVSDUUR KDYHEHHQFOHDUO\GHPRQVWUDWHG7KRXJKVXFK
FROODERUDWLRQLVLGHDODQGJUHDWO\LQFUHDVHVWKHEHQHÀWVRIUHÁHFWLRQWKHÀQGLQJV
of the present study suggest that teachers who do not have access to co-researchers
DQGIRURQHUHDVRQRUDQRWKHUXQGHUWDNHDUHÁHFWLYHDQDO\VLVDORQHFDQDOVRJDLQ
JUHDWLQVLJKWVLQWRWKHLURZQWHDFKLQJSURYLGHGWKDWWKHLUUHÁHFWLRQVDUHEDVHGRQ
data that capture what actually takes place in the classroom.
,QJHQHUDOWKHWUDQVFULSWGDWDIURPWKHSUHVHQWVWXG\FRQÀUPHGWKHDFFXUDF\RI
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my perceptions, as recorded in the journal, of what had taken place in the classroom.
However, one clear exception was my underestimation of how much I had used the
L1 over the course of the semester. Journal data alone would not have facilitated
PHDQLQJIXOUHÁHFWLRQRQWKLVLVVXH$V/D]DUDWRQDQG,VKLKDUD  QRWHPXFK
previous research on language teacher beliefs and practices has overlooked the
actual discourse produced in the classroom, an important factor in assessing any
SRWHQWLDOPLVPDWFK´&ORVHH[DPLQDWLRQRIFODVVURRPGLVFRXUVHUHFRUGHGSUHFLVHO\
as it happens not only allows detailed analyses of classroom practices, but can also
YDOLGDWHRUSURYLGHFRXQWHUHYLGHQFHWRWKHVHOIUHÁHFWLRQSURYLGHGE\WKHWHDFKHUµ
S 0\ÀQGLQJVSDUWLFXODUO\LQUHJDUGWR/XVHVXSSRUWWKLVREVHUYDWLRQ
Though journal data is clearly useful, its value hinges to a certain extent on
teachers’ ability to recall and recount accurately the classroom events on which
WKH\UHÁHFW,QWKHSUHVHQWVWXG\LWZDVWKHDXGLRUHFRUGLQJWKDWHQDEOHGPHWR
evaluate the relationship between my beliefs, perceptions, and teaching practices.
7KHPLVPDWFKHV,LGHQWLÀHGVWLUUHGIHHOLQJVRIVHOIFRQVFLRXVQHVV %XUQV DQG
have even prompted a re-evaluation of some my pedagogical beliefs. Interestingly,
it was often student comments or interjections in the recorded data that opened my
H\HVWRWKHFRQWUDGLFWRU\PHVVDJHV,KDGVHQW (GVWURP 
7KRXJKWKHSUHVHQWGDWDFRQÀUPWKDWWKHUHZHUHPDQ\LQVWDQFHVRIFRPmunication throughout the semester, the nature of that communication must also
EH WDNHQ LQWR DFFRXQW$OO WHDFKHUV FDQ EHQHÀW IURP DQDO\]LQJ WKHLU FODVVURRP
practices as well as revisiting the beliefs that underlie it. Such informed, thoughtIXOUHÁHFWLRQLVDÀUVWVWHSWRZDUGPLQLPL]LQJWKHJDSEHWZHHQZKDWZHEHOLHYH
and what we actually do.
NOTE
1

7KLVÀJXUHGRHVQRWRQO\UHIHUWRWHDFKHUWDONGXULQJZKROHFODVVDFWLYLWLHVEXWDOVR
includes one-on-one communication with students during periods of individual or group
work.
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