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Preface

The title for this preface might well be “Off Balance: Why Theory Is Being Given a Second Look.” Books do not appear in a vacuum. They are products of a time and a circumstance. Using Theories for Second Language Teaching and Learning is no exception. It is a book by second language educators and applied linguists, for second language educators and applied linguists, at a particular time. Our field, particularly applied linguistics, sometimes feels ahistorical, as if it exists out of time. But we have come to think we are very much in time. To be clearer, we live in a wobbly balance between the last half of the twentieth century and the early twenty-first century.

We think many readers of this book were born, and became educators, during this time period. We swam in this wobbly time and swim in it now, like fish not noticing the water. But something is happening in our field. We suspect the balance, such as it has been, is being upset by a transition from a traditional way of thinking about theory to a newer and less traditional way of theorizing. The first way of theorizing is drawn to confirmatory experimental research, friendly to academic discourse communities, and dominated by second language acquisition scholars. The second and less traditional way of theorizing is drawn to discovery through action research and grounded theory designs, friendly to multiple discourse communities (including those of educators), and not dominated by any particular branch of the field of applied linguistics or second language education. This shift necessitates a reconsideration of the role of theory as a topic in its own right.

+++++

We note that in the course of our long collaboration as authors, we have exchanged the order of our names even though our contribution of effort has been equal. In our 2016 Evaluating Second Language Courses, we appeared as Dale T. Griffee and Greta Gorsuch. In our 2018 Second Language Testing for Student Evaluation and Classroom Research, we appeared as Greta Gorsuch and Dale T. Griffee. Now, in Using Theories for Second Language Teaching and Learning, we return to Dale T. Griffee and Greta Gorsuch.
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Chapter One An Introduction to Theory

Why This Book?

Theory has a key role in second language teaching. Teachers make plans and decisions based on theories, some overtly known to them and some less overtly so, to respond to second language learners’ needs. In this book, we make the case that theories can be published and abstract, but also private and very localized. Teachers may use multiple theories at the same time as they solve the “problem” of working with learners in schools and other settings (Breen 1991; Borg 2003). Yet, teachers knowing which theories they tap into, or even identifying theories made from their own experiences and priorities (Alamarza 1996), is rarely a stated outcome in second language teacher education programs. Rather, teachers knowing more theories on a conscious level, often defined by faculty members and their own research interests, is the usual outcome. The theories typically are abstract and come from fields such as education, linguistics, organizational learning, psychology, and second language acquisition (SLA), with SLA theories typically occupying center stage.

Theories taught in teacher programs may also primarily focus on learners. Yet, it is an obvious fact that there are multiple actors in second language education, namely learners and teachers and institutions (Ahmadian and Tavakoli 2011; Alamarza 1996; Borg 1999). These actors interact, and any number of recognized and unrecognized theories, assumptions, principles, and practices come into play concerning learning, teaching, and language itself. When we talk of a group of learners or teachers or a school having a “culture,” we think that the interactions between actors and theories of learning, teaching, and language may account for some of that culture.

How We Theorize the Interactions

Our understanding of how we theorize is simply one way of presenting what we theorize, but it is important because it is how we organize our book chapters. We imagine classrooms with three primary actors: teachers, learners, and the institution. We also imagine three theories present in any given classroom: theories of teaching, theories of learning, and theories of language. This 3x3 gives us a structure for nine chapters, in our case Chapters 2 through 9 for how teachers, learners, and institutions interact with theories of teaching, learning, and language.

For instance, Chapter 4 portrays the interaction between teachers and theories of language, with language being construed as course content. It describes Communicative Competence and Proficiency, two public, well-known, abstract (nonlocalized) theories. But it also portrays a French teacher’s private, local theories as he teaches and writes quizzes. His dilemma is what to make of the language as use ethos promoted by the theories of Communicative Competence and Proficiency, and his own time-honored, powerful, yet nearly unconscious theory of language as form (Borg 1999).

Using Theories for Second Language Teaching and Learning balances the end goal of teachers “knowing more theories” with teachers knowing theory. We define “knowing theory” as knowing what theory is, what theory types there are, and what theory is useful for; and being able to recognize and evaluate theories in classrooms, at institutions, and in publications and conference presentations. Thus, this book is about helping teachers understand and constructively use theory.

Theory seems abstract and hard to grasp. Nevertheless, in this book, we want to say something about theory that is concrete and helpful to teachers. This chapter sets the stage for the remaining eight chapters of the book. We ask the question: In terms of theory, what do teachers need to know? We approach this question by assuming that to understand and critique how particular theories operate in our field of second language education, teachers need to know about theory in general. Theory operates in many academic disciplines and institutional settings, and accordingly, we cast our net wide. What results is a rich and varied picture of intellectual and practical choices and decisions.

Why This Chapter?

We begin by presenting a Model of Theory (Figure 1.1), which helps to relate different ways of thinking about theory. The model sets the structure for this chapter, and the six sections below in turn bring context to the model. First, we describe teachers’ attitudes to theory. Second, we offer a comparison of theory to similar concepts, including prejudice, bias, and ideology. Third, we define theory and offer specific characteristics of theory. Fourth, we describe parts of theory, including those that form a backdrop for theory (zeitgeist and metatheory) and those that commonly appear as theory in published papers and conferences (construct, hypothesis, model, and metaphor). Fifth, we outline variations (types) of theories that are defined not only by disciplines in which they are found (hard sciences, social sciences, etc.) but also by their purpose and use (to describe, to show causality, etc.). Sixth and finally, we describe levels of theory from high (very abstract) to middle (abstract) to low (specific) to public (published and discussed and used by many) to private (unpublished and used by single individuals). We end the chapter with reflective projects for readers to probe the concepts.
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Figure 1.1 A model of theory.

Source: Authors.


A Model of Theory

To understand theory, teachers need to know about ways of looking at theory as seen in Figure 1.1. As mentioned earlier, we propose six lenses (teacher attitudes, etc.) through which to view theory. The model has a top to bottom orientation. The top half begins wide and then narrows down at the center in order to bring theory into ever-sharper definition using the broadest category (attitudes) to the narrowest (definition). The bottom half shows that once we have defined theory, we can elaborate how theory operates. Thus, from the center, the model begins narrow (parts of theory) and becomes wider as we move downwards to a broad elaboration of theory (levels). See Figure 1.1.

Teachers’ Attitudes toward Theory

It is our experience that classroom teachers tend to be atheoretical (Stern 1983), either because they do not think about theories at all or because they somewhat reject theories. Theories do not seem useful. Perhaps teachers were introduced to theories in a surface way in their training, but in subsequent daily life, they did not concern themselves with theories.

We think there may be at least six reasons classroom teachers tend to disregard theory (Gorsuch and Griffee 2018). The first is the many terms used to describe theory, which creates confusion. Theory is referred to in teacher education resources and in research literature variously as frames of reference, frames of interpretation, hunches, conceptual schemes, normative principles, coherent views, hypotheses, models, metaphors, frameworks, theoretical claims, persuasions, perspectives, concepts, pedagogic intuitions, and schemes (see, for example, Long 1993: 225; Rossi, Freeman, and Lipsey 1999: 63). Do they all mean the same thing? Or are they subtly different? Teachers may wonder, as they read some resource on, say, vocabulary teaching, whether the author’s self-described “framework” was even presenting a theory. Is not “framework” just a collection of best practices? That the framework is a theory that guides the design and methodology of vocabulary teaching practice might be missed.

The second reason is the large number of theories available to second language teachers (Beretta 1991). Presented in the many journals, resource books, and newsletters that pass by teachers’ notice in their working lives, the theories appear chaotic, random, and contradictory (Beretta 1991). Theories differ in what they attempt to explain, in their form, and what traditions they emerge from (Long 1993; Ravitch and Riggan 2017: 26), adding to the seeming chaos.

The third reason is that teachers do not perceive published theories as written for them. Ellis (1997), citing Gee (1990), points out that the different communities of researchers and teachers produce different discourses, or ways of thinking and communicating, that are mutually unappealing (Montgomery and Smith 2015). The two discourse communities (researchers and teachers) have different modes of expression and different values. Their goals are different (MacDonald, Badger, and White 2001; Rankin and Becker 2006). Thus, the research concerns of classroom teachers are not valued by researchers, and the theories produced and used by researchers are not made useful in an enduring way to classroom teachers (MacDonald, Badger, and White 2001). Note that teachers here are described as having research concerns (things they want research to do) but perhaps not the same research concerns as, say, SLA researchers or large-scale proficiency test developers (Burgin and Daniel 2021; Montgomery and Smith 2015).

The fourth reason is that while in training programs, teachers commonly study subjects such as teaching methods, materials, phonology, linguistic description, teaching grammar, and language learning (Bartels 2005; Tedick and Walker 1994, 1995). The course offerings likely reflected the interests and abilities of the program faculty members at that time. However, theory is seldom if ever directly or consistently taught as a concept or a tool (Griffee and Gorsuch 2016: 74). 

The fifth reason is that many teachers worldwide do not have extensive or continuing professional training. As a result, they do not have even a minimum of exposure to commentary or discussion on the role of theory in teaching and learning (Gorsuch and Taguchi 2009: 252).

The sixth and final reason is that many teachers experience a hidden curriculum generated by their institutions that theory and practice are different and that learning the “norms” of practice is what is valued (Burgin and Daniel 2021; Dupuy and Willis Allen 2012). Even graduate students employed as teaching assistants in education, English, or foreign language departments may get little assistance or clarification on theory and practice (Griffee 2012a; see also Chapter 7 in this book). For all these reasons, we believe that working second language teachers tend to find themselves somewhere on a continuum between not thinking about theories at all or rejecting theories as irrelevant to them.

How Theory Is Related to Similar Concepts—Prejudice, Bias, Ideology

Here we compare the term “theory” to related terms. On one hand, comparing theory to these may help clarify what theory is. On the other hand, these terms are related to theory, but they are not precisely the same thing. This can be a problem because what is called “theory” by one person may be judged as “prejudice” by another and thus not taken seriously. Therefore, we need to know the differences between these terms. In what follows, we arrive at working definitions of prejudice, bias, and ideology. We assume the following: (1) Each term must stand alone and not be defined by using the other terms; and (2) each term must nonetheless be shown to have an interrelationship. We would like to show, for example, how ideology is like a theory or shares some characteristics of a theory but yet is not entirely the same thing. For each term, we offer a brief context, a list of characteristics of the term, and finally a definition for the term.

Prejudice

Allport (1979: 6) defined “prejudice” as a “feeling, favorable or unfavorable, toward a person or thing, prior to, or not based on, actual experience” (see also Auestad 2015: xix; Brandt and Crawford 2016: 884; Webster’s 1999). See Table 1.1.

Table 1.1 Characteristics of Prejudice



	
1. Prejudice is a feeling (Allport 1979), an attitude, or a judgment (Auestad 2015: xix).



	
2. Prejudice tends to be unconscious and is often hidden because it is a socially nondesirable term. This characteristic of unconsciousness is a similarity between prejudice and bias.



	
3. Prejudice is usually negative but can be positive (Auestad 2015). When prejudice presents in a positive way, it is often expressed by an expert in a field as a way of expressing a preference.



	
4. Prejudice can be toward anything: a person, a place, a thing, a methodology, a practice, a theory, or an action.



	
5. Prejudice is resistant to change because it selectively focuses attention to evidence that supports it while disregarding evidence that does not (Auestad 2015: xxi). This selective attention is called confirmation bias and reveals another similarity between prejudice and bias.



	
Source: Authors.



Thus, prejudice is defined as a (usually negative) feeling transferred from a dispreferred category toward a perceived example of that category. For example, if you do not use songs and music in teaching because you believe they are not a serious use of time and then someone offers you a lesson plan that includes the use of songs and music, you reject it without trying it. That is prejudice. If, on the other hand, you try the lesson plan and still do not like it after a time or two, that is a judgment.

Bias

A dictionary definition of “bias” is strong opinion in one direction (Webster’s 1999) that is systematic and action oriented. See Table 1.2.

Table 1.2 Characteristics of Bias



	
1. There are many kinds of bias.



	
2. According to Phillips (2000), bias is unconscious. This means we are usually unaware of a bias in ourselves although bias in others is often apparent to us.



	
3. Bias is not an immediate feeling (as is prejudice) but an action. This implies that we can correct for it or take actions to mitigate against it.



	
4. There is a certain systematicity to bias. It is not a specific action but a kind or class of actions.



	
Source: Authors.



An example from second language testing is the case of a hypothetical teacher. Cassandra is a native speaker of Mandarin who is employed as an English as a Second Language (ESL) teacher in the United States. In addition to teaching, part of the course involves listening to student presentations and then rating their performances. Cassandra’s scores are similar to those of the other ESL instructors except for female students who are native speakers of Mandarin. For only those learners, Cassandra’s ratings are very harsh. When shown her ratings, Cassandra expresses true surprise but then also denies the apparent bias. To paraphrase Phillips (2000: 152), bias is a potential influence that we fail to take into account. In second language education research, bias may be present during the collection
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