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Introduction


When I first entered the language teaching field, I did so with a youthful, head-first passion, but I soon realized my grasp of how to teach and language itself was limited. So before attending graduate school, I took a teaching job at Lado International College in Silver Spring, Maryland where much of my work was derived from a textbook to teach beginning students. The textbook used grammar boxes such as the following:


        Is     he      going     to      the     store      today?




         Yes,              is       going      to      the     store      today.


At the time, I thought this was a nice visual way for students to demonstrate that subjects and verbs tend to switch places when asking and answering yes/no questions. But I didn’t know what tools students would need to understand these sentences contextually or how to develop classroom activities for them to practice these sentences in the real world.

After attending graduate school and having more teaching experience, I have come to believe that the simple demonstration is not enough. Students need more; they need an understanding of the meaning of these sentences, in which contexts they might be used, and with whom they might use them. In addition, these sentences are best understood when they are embedded in an authentic situation that is meaningful to students, such as a family member trying to make a plan for dinner. In the section below, I explain why it is important to understand these different dimensions of language.
Language
Contextualized Language Use
Language is not just restricted to knowing form but also to understanding its intended meaning and use (Larsen-Freeman, 2003). As Larsen-Freeman questions, “how is the unit formed, what does it mean, and when and why is it used?” (p. 36).  In the example I gave in the introduction, learners cannot merely see or hear the sentence structures for a full understanding; they need to understand what the question and answer mean. Furthermore, the sentences need to be contextualized so that learners know in what communicative situations people ask and answer these questions. 
I believe languages are best learned when they are presented in an authentic social context. When learning a language, knowledge of the grammatical forms should always take into account the pragmatic and discursive functions (Celce-Murcia & Olshtain, 2000). Pragmatics includes the appropriateness of language use in various contexts. The discursive function includes how language is used as part of an extended text or conversation.  For example, in a lesson I taught to upper-beginner students in Costa Rica about identifying people’s physical characteristics, I exemplified the use dimension by putting the grammatical forms in an authentic context. The context in the lesson involved two girlfriends, one of whom sees an attractive boy surfing at the beach. The girl who did not see the boy asks questions to the girl that saw the boy, such as, “Is he handsome?” and “Is he tall?” Furthermore, the use dimension is exemplified because it shows students that this question structure is used when talking with a friend about someone we are attracted to at a beach. Thus, the language forms are contextualized in an authentic situation.
The use dimension, according to Larsen-Freeman (2003), deals with the appropriateness or pragmatic function of how language is used in a social context. In the listening activities from my example lesson, the two interlocutors in a dialogue are young women in their twenties and are close friends. I used these two girls in my lesson because my 
students actually knew them, both of whom had taught classes to the same students. Thus, knowing their age, gender, and close friendship was an important aspect of building student awareness of how they can use words in social contexts. Teaching students only the grammar structures and their meaning may not always give them a full understanding of language. I believe that students should see how grammar forms are used in “socially constructed and context-dependent” social situations (Larsen-Freeman, 2003, p. 37). 

Form and Meaning
The use of language in authentic contexts closely intersects with the form and meaning of utterances or texts. To uncover the meaning, students must learn what words mean in an authentic situation. To uncover the form, we must examine the graphology, phonology, and morphology of words. In the lesson on physical descriptions, students saw how words were presented in a transcript (graphology), heard their sounds in a spoken dialogue (phonology), and studied how the units of meaning within the words changed (morphology). Students were taught what the words mean using a variety of techniques. The actual vocabulary words were taught using pictures cut out from magazines (e.g. pictures of people with green eyes, blonde hair, tall people, and handsome men). 

Teaching form irrespective of meaning does not serve learners well. For instance, if we take the word tall, we can see how it is spelled and we can repeat it and hear its accurate pronunciation, but we also need to attach a meaning to the form. This can be done by showing a picture of a person who is tall. We can also show students how it is used in a question formation sentence (e.g. ‘Is he tall?’). However, what this sentence means and how someone responds to this question is equally important for learning meaning.  
In my lesson, I understood whether the students understood the meaning by assessing the accuracy of the responses. If I asked a student with brown eyes, ‘Do you have blue eyes?’ and he or she responded, ‘No, I have brown eyes’ then I knew that the student had understood the meaning of the question and response, as well as the correct form.
Knowledge of the form, meaning, and use of language are all important because they give students a richer understanding of the language in communicative situations. In the next section, I describe how sociolinguistic and pragmatic factors also influence language use.
Sociolinguistics 
Understanding the use dimension presents a unique learning (and teaching) challenge. I believe that the use dimension is reflected in Canale and Swain’s (1980) and Canale’s (1983) notion of communicative competence. Communicative competence includes four components: grammatical, sociolinguistic, strategic, and discourse competence. I will focus on sociolinguistic and discourse competence, because I believe they are critical to understanding and expanding upon Larsen-Freeman’s use dimension.  
Sociolinguistic competence determines the extent to which a speaker knows the appropriateness of language use in different social contexts. Researchers in the field refer to this as pragmatics, which includes, as Van Dijk (1977) notes, two important aspects: (1) Certain pragmatic conditions determine whether an utterance is acceptable to the interlocutors; and (2) there are conditions which determine “which utterances are successful in which situations” (p. 190). 
These two points about pragmatics are illustrated when I performed service encounters at pupuserías (popular places to buy snacks or pupusas, the national food) in El Salvador. The first week I arrived, I asked a street vendor, Hola, me podría dar una pupusa con frijoles? [Hello, could you give me a pupusa with beans?], but he gave me a funny look. I realized that something was a little strange about my question based upon his facial expression. After living in El Salvador for three months, I learned that a more appropriate way to request service from street vendors was to say, Deme una pupusa con frijoles y queso. [Give me a pupusa with beans and cheese]. In the first example, I used a more polite expression to request service, which is normal in a service encounter in the United States. In El Salvador, it is common to say deme, or “give me,” to request service. Thus, after three months in country, I had learned some of the cultural and linguistic differences between ordering food in the United States and in El Salvador. 

In order to understand language, we must have cultural background and sociolinguistic information to choose the correct form in a particular setting. In the example above, it is considered normal, even polite, to request service using deme. However, if I go to a fancy restaurant in El Salvador, it may be considered inappropriate to use this form; perhaps me podría dar (“could you give me”) would be appropriate in this social context. Cohen (1995) suggests that second language learners need these sociocultural cues and sociolinguistic abilities in order to use appropriate language forms in different social contexts. 

Spoken Discourse

Discourse competence is the knowledge of language use in larger discourses, such as texts or conversations.  Second language (L2) learners must develop the knowledge and skills to embed grammatical forms and meanings in larger spoken or written discourses. Bachman (1990) refers to this knowledge as textual competence, “which is the knowledge of the conventions for joining utterances together to form a text” (p. 88). 
Research in the field suggests that teaching grammatical forms should be conducted within larger discourses (Celce-Murcia & Olshtain, 2000). I believe that seeing how forms operate within extended discourses can give learners a fuller understanding of language. For example, in a lesson plan I designed for my Structure of English class, I audio-recorded a conversation at a coffee shop. For the lesson, I gathered natural speech samples of people performing service encounters.  Below is the dialogue that was used for a listening activity, which presents the social context (e.g coffee shop) and grammar structures (e.g. modals) taught in the lesson:
“Cashier: How are you today?

Client: I’m fine, thanks. Can I get a large mocha?

Cashier: What size?

Client: Uh, medium. And uh, the apple, uh, whatever.

Cashier: [incomprehensible]

Client: Yeah, that looks good, too.

Cashier: You want a single or a double?

Client: Double.

Cashier: Any whipped cream?

Client: Yeah, that’d be great!”

Though the focus of the lesson was about how to use modals (e.g. ‘can I’) to request service, it could be important for learners to see how these forms function within larger discourses or conversational language use. This dialogue is authentic because it includes features of social language that occur in natural speech, such as opening and closing conversations and common hesitation markers (e.g. “yeah,” “uhh”) that occur in actual language use. Bardovi-Harlig (2001) notes that a common problem in textbooks designed for ESL students is they leave out elements such as the closing of a conversation. I believe that teachers should make efforts to seek out authentic materials that include natural speech (e.g. audio-recorded conversations or a corpus of natural speech). However, in many teaching contexts, this technology may not be available, and in this case generating our own dialogues, which approaches a realistic context, could serve learners well. 

Presenting language to students in larger discourses is also a departure from an exclusively sentence-level approach (Celce-Murcia & Olshtain, 2000). “The speaker/writer’s ability to produce the required form or construction in a grammatically accurate way is but part of a much larger process in which the semantic, pragmatic, and discourse appropriateness of the construction itself is also judged with respect to the context in which it is used” (p. 52). Though learners could very well learn how to successfully request service by studying the polite forms (e.g “Can I, May I, Could I”), it is also important that they  make pragmatic and grammatical choices appropriate for specific social contexts. 
The features of authentic situation should include elements of Hatch’s (1978) conversational maxims, such as establishing, maintaining, and closing conversations. In the dialogue, the client is greeted (‘Hi, how are you today?’) and the cashier is politely departed (‘Yeah, that’d be great!’). An appropriate opening and closing statement gives learners more pragmatic, and linguistic, information that could deepen their understanding of extended discourses, like conversations (Bardovi-Harlig, et. al, 1991). Hatch notes that there are conventions to conversations such as backchanneling, turn taking, and overlapping (Hatch, 1992) which make conversations smooth and allow all interlocutors an equal chance to participate. Grice (1975) places importance on maxims which allow interlocutors equal time to participate, one of which is the maxim of quantity. In conversational discourse, such as a service encounter, each interlocutor should have equal time to participate, as well as making their utterance relevant to the topic of conversation.  Understanding how language is used must include how interlocutors organize conversational discourses, such as how they move from topic to topic and how they open, maintain, and close conversations as determined by relevant social and cultural information. 

The conventions are influenced by the social environment, including cultural and social factors. For example, Hatch (1992) discovered in his research that overlaps (interlocutors interrupting each other before completing a sentence) tend to occur more between family and close friends. Speakers need to take into account sociolinguistic variables in order to understand how to use the conventions appropriately in a range of social contexts. Adhering to these conventions, as Hatch (1992) notes, “reveal the ways in which we present ourselves as competent members of our particular society” (p. 47).
Written Discourse


Up to this point, I have only dealt with discourses at the conversation level. However, understanding language in extended written discourses is also valuable for learners to have a deeper understanding of the English language, or a series of sentences that are connected. Understanding written language, much like spoken discourse, involves an understanding of ‘chunks’ of language. Indeed, Zamel (1982) writes that experienced writers are able to manipulate “whole chunks of discourse” and not focus on grammar forms when writing. The notion of understanding chunks of discourse coincides with how one can understand reading passages, such as focusing on how the sentences and words are connected in a larger discourse. Take for example the sample text below from Lewis Carroll’s (1865) Alice in Wonderland:
“There was a table set out under a tree in front of the house, and the March  Hare and the Hatter were having tea at it: a Dormouse was sitting between them, fast asleep, and the other two were using it as a cushion, resting their  elbows on it, and talking over its head. `Very uncomfortable for the Dormouse, thought Alice; `only as it's asleep, I suppose it doesn't mind’”
In this passage, learners would need to be able to decode the text by connecting the lexical and grammatical relationships from one sentence to the next. Halliday and Hasan (1976) introduced cohesive ties as the relations between groups of sentences. For example, in line three  “them” would be a tie of reference  because it refers back to the “March Hare” and “Hatter” from lines one and two. Similarly, “it” in line four refers back to the “Dormouse” from line two. Kaplan (2005) writes that reading and writing “is not constituted of the ability to manipulate grammatical rules and vocabulary, but rather is constituted of the ability to encode and decode discourses” (p. 375). Thus, learners need knowledge of how sentences in larger discourses are connected and how the ideas, grammar, and lexical choices flow together.

Understanding how people acquire a second language intersects with the discussion above about language use in socially-embedded contexts and spoken or written discourses. If students are put in social situations in which they need to communicate using real language, either in the classroom or in their language experiences, then they have more opportunities to increase their awareness and improvement of their language form. In the following section, I highlight my beliefs about how languages can best be learned.
Learning Languages

From Input to Output
I believe that language is learned through the social dynamics that happen between interlocutors. Swain (1985), in her research on children learning French in an immersion setting, showed that these children failed to progress in their language development because they did not have enough output production practice, even though they were provided an input flood of grammar structures. Swain concluded that the children did not use the language in a productive way. Using language productively can “force the learner to move from semantic processing to syntactic processing” (Swain, 1985, p. 249). Swain’s (1985) Output Hypothesis argues that output production, where learners are pushed to produce output, helps them become more aware of their grammatical accuracy, which can help them understand language in more depth. 

Comprehensible output (Swain, 1995) is when a learner must be “pushed” to produce language that is “conveyed precisely, coherently, and appropriately” (p. 249). “Pushed” refers to learners making their message more comprehensible if it is not, which may lead them to try out other, or possibly new, language forms.  The three components of comprehensible output, which was later renamed collaborative dialogue by Swain (2000), include noticing, hypothesis testing, and metalinguistic functions. The noticing function of output helps a learner notice the gap between his or her current language level and that of a native speaker of the language. Schmidt’s (1990) study of a second language learner of Portuguese showed that noticing forms can lead to the learning of those same forms. Ellis (1994) acknowledges the importance of a learner noticing a form first in order for it to be subsequently acquired. Furthermore, Swain (2000) describes noticing: “a learner may notice that they do not know how to express precisely the meaning they wish to convey at the very moment of attempting to produce it” (p. 100).  Furthermore, hypothesis testing is when learners are actively testing hypotheses about their output and using interaction as a way to determine whether their language forms work or don’t work (Swain, 1995). 

In my current teaching to students in an intermediate ESL class, I have noticed many conversations between students in which they notice that their language forms aren’t expressed clearly when using appropriate verb tenses. One time, I observed two students interacting in pair work and regarded it as instance of noticing:

“Student 1: Yesterday, I going to the store and I buy some vegetables.

Student 2: You are going today?

Student 1: No I going yesterday.

Student 2: Oh, you went yesterday.

Student 1: So sorry. It’s so confusing.”
In this way, student 2, who I’d consider a slightly more proficient English speaker, helped the first student to notice his current language skills. Furthermore, student 1 who made the error seemed to be aware of a communication problem when student 2 asked, “You are going today?.”  The Korean student noticed that the interaction was “confusing partly due to the incorrect language forms he used. 
Hopefully, as a result of the Korean students’ experience, he was able to draw his attention to using past tense verbs more appropriately. Swain (2000) describes metalinguistic functions as learners engaging in conscious reflection about language. “Learners negotiate meaning, but the content of that negotiation is form, and its relation to the meaning they are trying to express; they produce language and then reflect on it” (Swain, 1995, p. 133).  Producing output and noticing form can help learners reflect on the times it is appropriate to use certain forms. These negotiated interactions between learners can deepen their understanding of using forms accurately, which can play an important role in getting the right message across to their audience. 

Interaction

Long (1996) extended Swain’s comprehensible output hypothesis and highlighted the how the architecture of conversation between two interlocutors can facilitate the learning of new forms. Both interlocutors, specifically in dialogues between a native speaker (NS) and a non-native speaker (NNS) (or between a NNS and a more proficient NNS), contribute to making interactional adjustments in order for them to understand each other better. Long’s (1996) Interaction Hypothesis included the importance of interaction, in that second language learners need opportunities to negotiate for meaning. van Lier (1996) notes that “Negotiation for meaning facilitates acquisition because it connects input XE "input" , internal learner capacities, particularly selective attention, and output in productive ways” (pp. 451-452). Learners use interactional adjustments, which are “utterances by a competent speaker, such as repetitions, extensions, reformulations, rephrasings, expansions, and recasts” (Long, 1996, p. 452), to show that their interlocutors need to enhance or modify their input, in order for second language learners to understand the native speakers’ language better. Learners use a variety of techniques to prompt their interlocutor to make the message more comprehensible. 
An important part of the learning process during interaction is that second language learners receive feedback when their language is not fully understandable to their interlocutors. Negative evidence is used when “learners modify their output as a result of feedback on errors” that they receive from interlocutors (Long, 1996, p. 437). This helps learners become aware of their language. Negative feedback is what a learner receives from their interlocutor, which directs them to modify their output. While teaching a lesson on active and passive forms of adjectives in an intermediate ESL class, one student had difficulty getting her meaning across:
“Teacher: Jenny, how did you feel during the hurricane?

Jenny (student): I felt scary during the hurricane because there was a lot of wind.

Teacher: Do you feel scary?

Jenny: Oh, I felt scared.”
Jenny first uses “I felt scary” in the second line, but I provided her with negative evidence, “Do you feel scary?” in the second line to show her that she was using an incorrect language form. Jenny then modified her output in line four, suggesting that the negative evidence allowed her to focus attention on the error in her language and make adjustments. 
In the classroom setting, I believe the teacher has a critical role to play to help students notice their errors. Oftentimes, learners do not receive enough feedback in their daily conversations to help them to notice their forms; thus, the teacher can facilitate that process by encouraging students to attend to their grammar.

Getting Students to Notice: The Role of Corrective Feedback

Schmidt (1990), in his studies on an L2 learner of Portuguese, showed that a L2 learner could acquire a second language when he or she begins to notice language errors. I believe that teachers should provide their students corrective feedback in order for them to notice that an error has occurred. Larsen-Freeman (2003) defines feedback as “evaluative information available to learners concerning their linguistic performance” (p. 123). Research in the field of corrective feedback has shown that teachers should be “judicious” (Larsen-Freeman, 2003) in the way that they provide feedback to students. Teachers must be aware of how ready learners are for different types of corrective feedback, specifically in terms of their developmental readiness. 

Pienemann (1989) suggested that new linguistic forms are learned when students are developmentally ready. The Teachability Hypothesis (Pienemann, 1989) argues, “Teaching can only promote acquisition by presenting what is learnable at a given point in time” (p. 63). Pienemann, Johnston, and Brindley’s (1988) study revealed that French learners of English acquire question formations in a developmental pattern from single words to more complex sentence structures. Teachers (and others) who provide corrective feedback need to be aware of “the processes by which the linguistic system develops or the learner’s current developmental stage” (Truscott, 1996, p. 347). 

The Teachability Hypothesis showed that students’ attention to emergent forms (Williams & Evans, 1998) can result in learning those forms. Emergent forms, according to Larsen-Freeman (2003), include “structures that learners appear to be newly producing with some frequency” (p. 131). Hopper (1998) goes further to note that emergent grammar happens in the moment of interaction. Hewings and Hewings (2005) write, “speakers will borrow or adapt from their previous experiences of communication” (p. 52).  In this essay, the data samples from conversations/lessons all constitute forms that constitute emergent grammar forms. An example of emergent grammar would be similar to the example below:
“Student 1: I goed to the movie last week.

Teacher: You goed to the movie? 

Student 1: Went to the movie.”
In this example, the learner misapplied a rule to an irregular past tense verb (goed). However, the student understands that, but the student has not fully learned that ‘to go’ in the past is an irregular verb: the correct form is went. This could be an emergent form because the student has shown that he or she may be ready to learn the irregular verb form. 

The language learning processes described above, such as noticing, hypothesis testing, and reflection, are not the only factors that affect language acquisition; rather, students themselves bring with them prior experiences for wanting to learn a new language. In the next section, I describe why motivation is an important element in second language learning.

Motivation
I believe that language learning is influenced by social and individual factors. Though there are numerous conditions and factors that influence a learners’ language development, I believe motivation stands out among all factors – it may be what drives someone to continue learning a new language. 
I believe that Dörnyei’s (2001) process-oriented model exemplifies how I became motivated to learn Spanish, my second language. For Dörnyei, motivation changes in the language learning process.  Dörnyei’s first component of this model is choice motivation. This is when a learner consciously sets a goal to learn a language. For example, when I was in college I decided to apply to live in the Spanish house, a living space in which speaking Spanish is a requirement. I also applied for a study abroad program in Spain to improve my Spanish, travel to another country, and experience a new culture. 
Dörnyei’s second component is executive motivation, which is what a learner does to maintain motivation during the language learning experience. When I lived in Spain, I made two important decisions which continued my motivation to learn Spanish: First, I participated in the conversation partner program in which I met with a native Spanish speaker once a week; second, I spent time with my host family at dinner and played board games with them after dinner. I believe that my Spanish continued to improve because I chose to participate in these two activities. Furthermore, executive motivation may also include what Gass and Selinker (2001) refer to as short activities, which are immediate decisions made in the short-term to put oneself in a situation to learn the language. “A learner who is vigilant about instituting many encounters to gain comprehensible input is more likely to be successful in second language learning environments” (Gass and Selinker, 2001, p. 354). 

Dörnyei’s third component is motivation retrospection, which is when the learner engages in reflection on language performance. During my study abroad in Spain, I had positive attitudes about my progress in my learning of the Spanish language. I was more conversational after returning to the United States and comfortable when speaking Spanish. Furthermore, I was motivated to continue learning the language and meeting native speakers of the language.
This motivation led me to join the Peace Corps in El Salvador and helped me to continue learning Spanish. I believe that my continued motivation, over the long term, was essential for my language learning. Gass and Selinker (2001) write, “Improving proficiency in a second language is a long-term project” (p. 354). I believe I was very proactive in my approach to learning Spanish; it involved making immediate choices to speak the language (short activities) and planning decisions that opened up experiences to learn Spanish (choice motivation), oftentimes in conjunction with experiencing a new culture. Going through this process helped me to improve my second language proficiency and provided me motivation to keep learning. 
I believe that teachers can exercise a certain amount of control over their students continued motivation to learn the language.  In the next section, I outline ways in which teachers can provide topics that are interesting, meaningful, and motivating for students, as well as approaches to planning courses and activity ideas that may improve students’ language skills.

Teaching Language

Communicative-based Teaching
I believe that teachers should design classroom activities that make students aware of language forms and include activities that allow for interaction. The activities should also promote the learners’ motivation to learn the language by providing topics and activities meaningful and interesting to students’ lives. One teaching approach that I believe is effective in bringing students to this level of language awareness and increases their motivation to learn the language is Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) (Brown, 2007). In this approach, the emphasis is on students communicating in the target language in authentic situations. Nunan (1991) characterized CLT as a way for learners to focus both on language and the actual process of what they are learning. In other words, there is an emphasis on building both accuracy (e.g. correct grammar) and fluency (e.g. flow of language). Teachers should include activities that allow students to attend to grammar and meaning, which includes topics and activities that motivate students, to facilitate language learning. Two of the components of CLT that I find relevant to my position on teaching languages include content-based instruction and task-based instruction. I will illustrate these two concepts and how they would play out in my teaching of languages.
Content-based instruction, which is “the concurrent study of language and subject matter, with the form and sequence of language presentation dictated by content material” (Brown, 2007, p. 49), could serve to peak learners’ interest in a language course.  I took a content-based approach to a course I taught to advanced students at Cushing Academy in the Summer of 2008. The course title was “Topics in American Culture,” which consisted of activities and discussions about various topics in American culture, such as fast food, immigration, the United States Election, and the environment. I believe this approach served my learners well because it included material that was interesting and relevant to this group of learners, most of whom had come to the United States to learn English and explore American culture. In addition, the in-class activities included group work, discussions, and out-of-class assignments in which they had to discuss these issues and report back to the class, which can improve students’ language through the numerous opportunities for meaningful interaction with classmates and community members. In the next section, I will describe ways in which teachers can encourage students to focus on language in a task-based instructional approach.
Focus-on-Form and Tasks
Within a content-based syllabus, teachers should include tasks that give learners’ as many opportunities as possible for negotiated, meaningful interaction. Swain’s (2000) notion of collaborative dialogue is when learners “draw attention to problems and verbalize solutions” (p. 104).  Collaborative dialogue is when learners are engaged in problem-solving and knowledge building activities, and serves two functions: (1) to accomplish learning tasks; and (2) to heighten awareness of students’ language problems. Long (1996) highlights the importance of providing students tasks involving shared goals and creation of an environment where negotiation is necessary to carry out a task. And Skehan (1998) notes that a true task must include five components: 

1. Meaning is primary.
2. There is a communication problem of some type to solve.
3. The activity has some relationship to real-world activities.
4. Task completion is usually required.
5. Task performance can be assessed in terms of the outcome.

Ellis (2005) argues for a task-based approach to grammar instruction in which a learner’s attention is focused-on-form.  Focus-on-form (Long, 1991) involves learners’ attention to linguistic form while participating in tasks, focusing primarily on accomplishing an objective, which should require negotiated interaction. This type of instruction lends more to an emphasis on a ‘task,’ which Ellis (2005) defines as “activities which are primarily meaning centered” (p. 716). Activities can be anything the teacher includes in the classroom (e.g. listening to a passage and answering multiple-choice questions); however, tasks go a step further in that they provide students opportunities for negotiation interaction that is driven by a stated objective. Lightbown (2000) writes, “second language classrooms should be characterized by a variety of activities, with an emphasis on those which engage students in meaningful interaction, but with an awareness on the part of the teacher that some attention to language form is also necessary” (p. 433). 
In content-based courses, it is important for teachers to include a variety of tasks, set in which learners focus accomplishing the overall objective. However, these tasks do not necessarily have to elicit a specific feature of the second language, which Ellis (2005) describes as unfocused tasks. For example, in my “Topics in U.S. Culture” class, of an unfocused task would be when groups worked on multiple tasks that required them to complete a digital video project. In the classroom, learners had to work together in order to put together the video using computer applications, such as MovieMaker. The direct focus wasn’t necessarily on language; however, the elements required to accomplish the project, which included a variety of tasks, put learners in situations where they were required to speak and negotiate for meaning (Long, 1996) – this very well could trigger the ‘noticing’ function, which is important in language development.
I also believe that teachers can also teach using focused tasks, which are “tasks designed to elicit communicative use of specific L2 features” (Ellis, 2005, p. 724).  Ellis (2005) notes that “tasks must be designed in ways that will ensure a primary focus on meaning but also allow for incidental attention to form” (p. 721).  For example, in a recent lesson delivered to high intermediate students, they learned how to politely disagree with someone using expressions such as “I see your point, but” or “I understand what you’re saying, but.” In a speaking task, students were required to debate certain topics with a classmate, and if they disagreed, to use one of the polite expressions they learned. Furthermore, I required students to choose specific verb forms that take either the gerund or infinitive (e.g. ‘consider’ takes a gerund, as in ‘we should consider creating more jobs’). Each student was given a set of cards with verbs written on them and they were required to use these words to have them practice using specific grammatical items during the debate. While performing these tasks, learners may bring themselves to a level in which they focus on grammatical forms while they perform realistic production activities that have clear objectives.

I believe that teachers should also help students develop their reading and writing skills, which can enhance their understanding of languages. Below I describe ways in my learning and teaching experiences that reveal how I would teach these skills in the classroom.
Reading and Writing


I believe that reading and writing instruction complement each other, and teachers should help students develop reading skills along with writing skills. In my classroom, I believe in a process-oriented approach to developing writing skills, one in which peer, self, and teacher feedback are part of the process. Students should work through multiple drafts in which they receive feedback from a number of sources in order to improve their writing. I found this process very useful in the Portfolio seminar course, which required us to give and receive feedback from the instructor and peers. The comments I received from the instructor helped me to focus on the critical issues I needed to improve on before submitting the next draft. In addition, the peer feedback process was important because it kept me motivated in the seminar and also was a different source of feedback. Zamel (1982) writes, “This shared experience reinforces the fact that the teacher is truly not the only reader…and that audience considerations need to be taken into account” (p. 206). I believe that receiving feedback from experts (e.g. instructor) and peers gives the writer different sources of feedback, which both provide useful input for developing writing skills.
I believe that writing tasks should be informed by selected readings,. Bloch and Chi (1995) write, “reading in the composition class need not be simply about learning facts but about how writers think through the problems they are addressing” (p. 271). Learners would benefit from understanding the content of selected readings and, in the same course, uncover the rigors of the writing process.  When I assisted in the teaching of an English for Academic and Professional Purposes (EAPP) Research and Writing class, students were given readings focused on international politics and culture, such as Samuel Huntington’s “The Clash of Civilizations.” The lead teacher and I used this and other readings, for writing instruction by having students summarize selected passages, paraphrase quotes from the articles, make reference citations, and develop thesis statements, skills which were all based on the selected readings. The readings were the impetus for developing writing and academic research skills.

Teachers should also have appropriate pre-reading, reading, and post-reading or writing tasks to develop students’ reading comprehension strategies. For example, in my high-intermediate ESL class in Costa Rica, students were given a passage from the Life of Pi, which described what the main character missed from home when he moved from India to Canada. Prior to reading, students discussed in pairs what they miss from home and what were some of the challenges of moving to another country. While reading, students searched for synonyms of some key words in the passage. Then, in a post-reading activity, students wrote their own ending to the unfinished passage about what they thought was going to happen next. 

Ferris and Hedgcock (2009) write, “Activating and developing students’ background knowledge, encouraging student prediction and guessing, reading for meaning – all are critical components of reading instruction and student success” (p. 163).  I believe that teachers should design activities that build students’ bottom-up skills and top-down skills (Ferris & Hedgcock, 2009). Bottom-up skills help learners understand the specific information contained in the text. Top-down skills place more importance on tapping into the background knowledge and personal experiences of the reader, which could serve to motivate the learner while reading. In these activities, I gave my learners an opportunity to focus on both skills; in the pre-reading exercise, they focus on top-down skills by discussing their own personal experiences. In the reading task, they focus on specific details of the passage (e.g. synonym search). Lastly, the reading and writing skills were connected by requiring students create their own ending to the story.

Up to this point, I have focused on in-class tasks that may assist students in developing their speaking, reading and writing skills. However, teachers must have effective ways to measure students’ progress, which can be accomplished through assessment. 
Assessment


I believe teachers should follow Swain’s (1984) Four Principles of Communicative Testing: Start from somewhere, concentrate on content, bias for best, and work for washback.   Start from somewhere includes taking into account the four areas of communicative competence: Grammatical, sociolinguistic, discourse, and strategic. Concentrate on content ensures that learners are presented with materials, and tasks, that are “motivating, substantive, integrated, and interactive” (Swain, 1984, p. 190). Bias for best is based on the principle that teachers should “do everything possible to elicit the learners’ best performance” (Swain, 1984, p. 195). Lastly, washback generally refers to the influence of testing on teaching and learning (Wall & Alderson, 1993). Hughes (1993) notes that testing should seek to obtain positive washback, which can reveal information about how well a student learns a certain construct (e.g. listening). 

I believe that teachers can ensure washback by having clear learning goals and objective stated at the beginning of the course. In a mid-term exam I gave to ESL students, I based the midterms’ content, materials, and tasks on the course goals, which included grammar goals (e.g. adjective clauses) and functional goals (e.g. expressing disagreement). Bailey (1996) writes, “washback can be positive or negative to the extent to which it promotes or impedes the accomplishment of educational goals” (p. 268). Furthermore, I included content that was authentic and interesting for my learner population. For example, if I were giving a test to a group of international students interested in politics and current events, I could include a reading task in which they would respond to a news article from The Washington Post, or prompt them to give their opinion on recent current events in a speaking task. 

Lastly, I strongly believe in preparing students to succeed on tests, which fulfills Swain’s (1984) bias for best principle. In the same-midterm I gave to students above, I led students in a twenty minute review session to present what would be on the midterm. For the listening task, we discussed the main themes presented in the audio recording. Furthermore, as a class we carefully reviewed the tasks to ensure the directions were clear. 

The teaching methods described in the previous sections represent how I would teach a language course; the section above is how I would develop effective ways to assess my learners. However, I know that the field of language education constantly changes, and I believe that I must continue to develop to keep my teaching methods current and classroom activities meaningful for students. In the section below, I outline some ways in which I can develop as a language teacher.

Professional Development
Reflective Practices

I believe that teachers need to engage themselves in reflective teaching practices in order to develop and improve their skills. Wallace (1991) describes “The Reflective Model,” which includes a revolving cycle of classroom teaching practice and reflection. Furthermore, this model acknowledges that teachers bring prior knowledge, which includes received knowledge and experiential knowledge. Received knowledge is information and theories that teachers bring to a profession. Experiential knowledge refers to their actual teaching experience prior to joining a teacher training program. The reflective cycle is a combination of teaching practice and reflection which allows teachers to re-examine their practices or beliefs about teaching, all of which can help teachers develop professional competence (Wallace, 1991).

There have been many times in my own teaching in which I have found the reflective cycle useful in becoming aware of my teaching methods. While I taught English to international students, I had difficult getting all students to participate in classroom discussions. There were students in the class that would dominate the discussions. While training teachers in Costa Rica, I learned a number of strategies that gave all students a chance to participate, such as calling on individual students, not asking too many open-ended questions in which any student can respond. Furthermore, in my current teaching at an ESL center, when I ask an open-ended question, I immediately follow-up with the statement, “Not you, Juliano!” I have found that this makes light of the situation and gives other students an opportunity to participate. 
Current research in professional development suggest that “the responsibility for the development of professional expertise is seen as essentially residing with the trainee, by a process of reflecting on his or her own practice (Wallace & Woolger, 1991, p. 321). Bailey (2006) continues, “Teachers cannot purposefully change their behaviors without being aware of them” (p. 143). My awareness of what didn’t work in my early teaching experiences allowed me to reflect and eventually put into practice different strategies to manage students’ participation. I believe that in order to develop professional competence (Wallace, 1991) it is important for teachers to have an awareness of their classroom behaviors so they can change, or improve, them in future lessons. 

However, this is not to say that reflective practices are the only ways in which teachers can improve their practices. Received knowledge also plays an important role in teacher development. Indeed, the strategies I learned to manage classroom participation often came from supervisors or more experienced teachers. Hedgcock (2002) writes that “language teacher education should value declarative, critical knowledge as necessary for the growth of classroom skills” (as cited in Long & Doughty, 2009, p. 649). For example, in my MA TESOL graduate studies, I had never learned the importance of conducting a needs analysis before teaching a course. After taking Peter Shaw’s curriculum design course, I now believe in the importance of finding out the needs and goals of students before designing a course.
Awareness

Participating in teacher education courses is not the only way teachers can engage in reflective teaching practices to develop professional competence. I believe that reflective teaching (Wallace, 1991; Bailey, Curtis, and Nunan, 2001) and self-awareness should be a practice throughout one’s teaching career. Freeman (1989) highlights four specific areas that teachers need to be aware of in his descriptive model of teaching: awareness, attitude, skills, and knowledge. Awareness is a teachers’ ability to notice their own attitude, skills, and knowledge. Attitude is one’s feelings about oneself as a teacher, the actual teaching situation, and how one feels with students in the classroom. Skills include the ‘how of teaching’ (Freeman, 1989), such as teaching techniques, methods, activity design, or materials. Knowledge is the actual content that is taught and an understanding of students and their backgrounds. 

I feel that teachers need to be aware of, and develop, these four areas in order to improve their teaching. When I taught adult immigrants at Lado International College before I went to graduate school, I had the right ‘attitude’ because I was excited to be in the classroom and enjoyed being in front of the students. However, I had difficulty getting students to understand my directions and participating in activities. At that point in my teaching, I did not possess the necessary ‘skills’ to make my lessons effective. In my teaching now, after graduate school in Monterey and my teaching experiences in Costa Rica, I feel that I possess teaching skills that allow me to run a classroom effectively. Furthermore, I now have more confidence when I am teaching, which is part of having a positive attitude. I believe that my awareness of my previous strengths and weaknesses as a teacher is what has allowed me to focus on areas that needed the most improvement. 

Conclusion


So where have I ended up since presenting my first teaching example in the introduction? I feel that I understand more clearly what it takes to get students to learn new language forms, namely Larsen-Freeman’s (2003) three dimensions of language: form, meaning, and use. But learning a language does not stop here; teachers must also be aware of how students learn a language. I believe that providing activities in which students can negotiate for meaning can facilitate language development. I, as a teacher, must be aware in the classroom that task design must be structured to provide my learners with these opportunities. Furthermore, I am more aware of students’ motivational tendencies and what steps they may need to maintain their motivation to continue learning a language. I believe that if I engage students in meaningful, engaging activities then they will want to continue learning the language.  Lastly, I believe that developing reflective practices is critical to keeping my teaching methods fresh and current, one that takes into account new research and cultivates an awareness of ‘self’ as an individual teacher and professional with unending potential for growth. 
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