
Edited by Michael Anderson & Anne Lazaraton 

CARLA Working Paper

Bridging Contexts, 
Making Connections

Selected Papers from the
Fifth International Conference

on Language Teacher Education

University of Minnesota
140 University International Center 
331 17th Avenue Southeast
Minneapolis, Mn 55414 USA

Telephone: (612) 626-8600
Fax: (612) 624-7514
Email: carla@umn.edu
Web: http://www.carla.umn.edu

ISBN: 0-9722545-8-7

C A R L A
Center  for  Advanced Research

on Language Acquis i t ion



 
 
 
 

Bridging Contexts, Making Connections: 
 

  Selected Papers from the Fifth International Conference on 
Language Teacher Education 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Edited by 
 

Michael Anderson 
Anne Lazaraton 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

May 2009 



Bridging Context, Making Connections: 
Selected Papers from the Fifth International Conference  
on Language Teacher Education 

!
First Edition, Second Printing 
Printed in the United States of America 
 
© 2009, 2015 by the Board of Regents of the University of Minnesota.  
All rights reserved. 
 
Produced by 
 
Center for Advanced Research on Language Acquisition 
University of Minnesota 
140 University International Center 
331 17th Avenue Southeast 
Minneapolis, MN 55414 
USA 
612-626-8600 
carla@umn.edu 
http://www.carla.umn.edu 
 
Desktop Publishing: Elizabeth Hellebuyck 
Cover Design: Elsa Angvall 
!
!
!
This book was developed from papers given at the Fifth International Conference on Language Teacher 
Education that received significant support from the U.S. Department of Education, Office of Postsecondary 
Education, International Education Programs Service, Language Resource Center grant no. P229A060006.  The 
contents of this publication do not necessarily reflect the positions or policies of the U.S. Department of 
Education. 
 
The University of Minnesota is an equal opportunity educator and employer. 
!
This publication/material is available in alternative formats upon request. Direct requests to the CARLA office at 
carla@umn.edu. 
 
 
 

 
Anderson, M. & Lazaraton, A. (Eds.). (2009). Bridging Contexts, Making Connections: Selected 
Papers from the Fifth International Conference on Language Teacher Education (CARLA Working Paper 
Series). Minneapolis: University of Minnesota, The Center for Advanced Research on Language 
Acquisition. 
 
ISBN: 0-9722545-9-5 



Table of Contents 

!
Introduction: Bridging Contexts, Making Connections……………………………………….1
 Michael Anderson and Anne Lazaraton, University of Minnesota 
 
Acknowledgements……………………………………………………………………………....5 
 
Equipping Teachers to be Language Explorers: Exploring Language in the Classroom ……7
 Elaine Tarone, University of Minnesota 
 
Sociopolitical Contexts and Attitudes of Inquiry: Implications for Teacher Education…..23
 Jo Tyler, University of Mary Washington, Fredericksburg, VA 
 
Action Research in the Constructivist Model for Language Teacher Education…………...43
 Sarah Jourdain,  Stony Brook University, Stony Brook, NY 
 
Multicultural Education in a K-12 Modern Language Department: Reconciling the 
Professional Development Experience………………………………………………………..61
Martha Bigelow and Pamela Wesely, University of Minnesota 
 Lora Opsahl, Minneapolis, MN 
 
Program Assessment Based on Second Language Teacher Education Standards………….81
 Ann Sax Mabbott, Hamline University, Saint Paul, MN 
 
Professional Practitioners with Adaptive Expertise: Teacher Development in Djibouti...109
 Diana L. Dudzik, University of Minnesota 
 
Instructional Choices of Mississippi Foreign Language Teachers…………………..…….137
 Elizabeth Harrison, Houston High School, Houston, MS 
 
The Professional Development of Teachers of Heritage Language Learners: A Matrix….155
 Olga E. Kagan, University of California at Los Angeles 
 Kathleen E. Dillon, University of California Consortium for Language  

Learning and Teaching, UC Davis, CA 
 
Contributors………………………………………………………………….………………..177 
 



 



Bridging Contexts, Making Connections 1 

 

Introduction 
 

In May of 2007, over 250 language teacher educators gathered at the University of 

Minnesota in Minneapolis for the Fifth International Conference on Language Teacher Education 

(LTE). This biannual conference was designed to bring together language teacher educators from 

diverse backgrounds who teach in diverse contexts to discuss and debate the important issues we 

all encounter when training language teachers.  Until the conference began just eight years 

before, there was really no such forum for teacher educators that focused primarily on the 

important (and often unique) issues related to language teacher education. 

Over the course of the five conferences, ongoing dialogues have developed through 

conversations with colleagues from around the world, and through the publication of a peer-

reviewed, selected proceedings from each conference.  With this volume, we hope to continue 

those dialogues.   

The theme of the 2007 conference was “Bridging Contexts, Making Connections.”  The 

planning committee chose this theme to reflect the diversity of voices we felt were important to 

bring to discussions among language teacher educators, including those who work with teachers 

at the pre-K, K-12, or postsecondary level as foreign language teachers, English as a second 

language (ESL) teachers, immersion teachers, and heritage language teachers, just to name a few. 

Although we teach in different countries around the world, we share is a common interest in 

promoting ‘best practices’ in LTE, and thus educating the best language teachers; what we learn 

from our colleagues working in these varied contexts can prove invaluable in understanding and 

negotiating our own roles and responsibilities in LTE. 

This diversity of voices is reflected in this volume through the different contexts in which 

these language teacher educators work and conduct research, and through the variety of research 

paradigms adopted.  Some of the work addresses the practices of language teacher education in 

diverse contexts, while other writers challenge us to rethink the knowledge base of language 

teacher education, to think critically about what this knowledge consists of and why, and to 

describe classroom and professional tools that will best equip language teachers to help their 

students achieve their language learning goals. 

In the first paper of these proceedings, Elaine Tarone challenges us to examine how we 

approach training language teachers.  Using the metaphor of the explorer preparing to travel 

through an unfamiliar wilderness, Tarone advocates equipping our student teachers with the 

skills they will need to analyze their students’ language usage and help guide these students to 
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their language learning goals.  This is a departure from how language teachers are often taught in 

many courses on topics such as second language acquisition or language structure.  Instead of 

only teaching the facts or familiarizing student teachers with existing theories and research, she 

advocates incorporating a significant laboratory portion to these classes where ‘teacher-learners’ 

are aided in analyzing actual learner language and describing for themselves what is occurring 

with the learner language so that they can make informed decisions on how to best aid the 

learning process; Tarone lays out some concrete ways for teacher educators to promote 

engagement in this ‘teacher-as-researcher’ process. 

In the second paper, Jo Tyler takes up some of these same themes in a commentary on 

two foundational concepts in second language acquisition and teaching, namely, input and 

output and the theoretical models they represent. Tyler takes a more critical stance than Tarone 

does, by scrutinizing input-based models of SLA (especially Krashen’s input model) in terms of 

the intellectual, commercial, sociopolitical, and institutional contexts in which they are 

embedded.   She argues that teacher-learners are exposed primarily to input models at the 

expense of models of comprehensible output, thus limiting their knowledge about SLA and their 

options for promoting effective language learning. The development of a  “more complex and 

problematized sensibility” in our teacher-learners must involve an inquiry-based approach to the 

study of linguistics, L1 vs. L2 acquisition, sociolinguistics, and literacy studies; she suggests that  

“it is also essential to foster an identity of pedagogical professionalism” in our teacher-learners by 

providing numerous opportunities for critical reflection on issues in language teaching.  

One means of engendering the ‘attitude of inquiry’ espoused by Tyler is described in the 

next paper by Sarah Jourdain, who argues that the application of constructivist principles in 

language teacher education promotes a more critical and reflective stance of the “received 

wisdom about best practices” in language teaching. After reviewing five general principles of 

Constructivism, Jourdain proposes that action research is one way that teacher-learners are able 

to experience constructivism in practice. The phases of action research are detailed; Jourdain 

then exemplifies the action research process by describing a collaborative action research project 

carried out by two teachers of Italian who were enrolled in a foreign language acquisition 

research course. Jourdain concludes that by the end of the project, the student teachers had 

successfully bridged the theory-practice divide in their roles as “teacher-researchers”, thus 

achieving the goal that Tarone details in her chapter that begins these proceedings.  

The next two papers in this volume focus on issues of professional development in 

language teacher education. Martha Bigelow, Pamela Wesely, and Lora Opsahl report on the 
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perceptions of teachers in a K-12 modern language department engaged in the implementation 

of a professional development initiative, the ultimate goal of which was to integrate a 

multicultural curriculum into disciplines across an entire school. Bigelow et al. contrast the more 

traditional conception of culture in foreign language teaching with a more critical framing in 

which ‘differences’ (such a gender, ethnicity, etc.) are viewed within the systems of oppression in 

American culture. Their qualitative case study focused on six foreign language teachers of 

Spanish and Chinese who were interviewed and who completed open-ended questionnaires over 

a period of months. Their findings reveal teacher perceptions on learning and engagement, 

reflection on departmental goals and the school agenda, and differences between the native 

speaker and nonnative speaker teacher participants, including that the greatest challenges for 

these teachers were tracking long-term professional development and continuing the curricular 

transformation across disciplines at the school.  

Ann Mabbot addresses another important issue in language teacher education programs 

in the following paper, namely, how program evaluation is conducted and how standardized 

assessments can be incorporated into this evaluation.  Mabbot describes the experience of one 

TESL M.A. and licensure program and the program evaluation the faculty undertook using the 

NCATE and TESOL teacher education program assessment guidelines as a starting point.  

Standardized test scores for teachers and students were both analyzed in the process of using 

data to create a program evaluation which had both formative and summative elements. This 

paper directly addresses the practices of language teacher education at the programmatic level 

and provides a glimpse into some of the evaluative measures and systematic data collection 

procedures that one program adopted to ensure quality in teacher development. 

In the following paper, Diana Dudzik also reports on the practices of English language 

teacher education, but in a very different context: Djibouti.  This qualitative study outlines the 

challenges and successes of language teacher education in a context that has not received enough 

attention in LTE scholarship, and incorporates the voices of middle school English language 

teachers, teacher educators, and educational policy makers into the analysis.  In many contexts 

in many countries, educational reform takes place without collaboration with language teacher 

educators.  Dudzik challenges us to consider whether meaningful educational reform can be 

sustained without ongoing teacher education that supports the reform.  Her case study sheds 

light on the relationship between language teacher education and educational reform and how it 

can impact teacher practice and student learning by cultivating “professional practitioners with 

adaptive expertise.” 

© 2015, Regents of the University of Minnesota. Permission to reprint must be sought from the CARLA office. For information see: www.carla.umn.edu. Originally published as: 
Anderson, M. & Lazaraton, A. (Eds.). (2009). Bridging Contexts, Making Connections: Selected Papers from the Fifth International Conference on Language Teacher Education. 

Minneapolis: University of Minnesota, The Center for Advanced Research on Language Acquisition. Retrieved from www.carla.umn.edu/resources/working-papers/



4 Bridging Contexts, Making Connections 

 

Next, Elizabeth Harrison investigates the instructional choices of Mississippi foreign 

language teachers and the influence of pedagogical training and subject area knowledge. The 124 

teachers who completed an online survey were asked to rate, on a 1-5 scale, the frequency of 

various activities in their classrooms in the areas of Communication, Culture, and Language 

Instruction; these were the three dependent variables in the analysis. Demographic information 

was also collected to determine the nature of the participants’ educational and professional 

backgrounds. Harrison used a multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) procedure to test the 

effect of two independent variables (hours of foreign language college class work and education 

college course work) on the dependent variables. Results indicated a significant difference in 

communication and culture activity ratings for the variable hours of foreign language course 

work; other comparisons were not statistically significant. Harrison concludes that improved 

language proficiency of and increased cultural knowledge in foreign language teachers are crucial 

for “implement[ing] a variety of activities that comprise a foreign language course.”   

The final paper in this volume addresses a topic that until now has not been adequately 

recognized by the field, the preparation of teachers who instruct heritage language learners.  

Cognizant of the numbers of heritage language learners in classrooms across the globe, and 

drawing on the data we know about these learners, their motivations, their communities, and 

their backgrounds, Olga Kagan and Kathleen Dillon propose a matrix of considerations that 

language teacher educators should take into account when designing a teacher education 

program for instructors of heritage language learners.  We feel it is a fitting paper to end the 

volume, as it looks to the future by proposing a matrix to be tested by others and invites 

dialogue around this issue.  Like Tarone’s paper which begins the volume, this work challenges 

us to rethink how we engage in the multitude of practices of language teacher education. 
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Equipping Teachers to be Language Explorers: 
Exploring Language in the Classroom1  

Elaine Tarone, University of Minnesota 

As part of reconceptualizing the knowledge base for language teaching, this paper 

argues that language teacher educators should equip teacher-learners to be 

language explorers rather than people who just ‘teach the book’. Language teacher 

education should continue to provide teachers with facts about the structure of 

language and the process of language learning, but should also provide more 

opportunities for hands-on experiences that can provide them with skills for the 

analysis of both language and learning. In every course, existing lecture 

approaches should be supplemented with lab experiences. In this way language 

teachers will acquire skills to be able to describe for themselves the language 

produced by learners in their classrooms, and improve their understanding of 

language and language learning for use in making pedagogical decisions.  

 

Introduction 
Many years ago, when I was beginning my first real full-time job (teaching Spanish and 

English in a California public high school), I asked someone in the teacher’s lounge, “What do 

you teach?”  I was expecting her to say something like “I teach first and second year English.”   

I was astonished when she said, “I teach Prentice Hall.”  It was my first encounter with an 

orientation to teaching that all of us, as language teacher educators, probably continue to strive 

mightily to combat on an ongoing basis as we work with professional development for language 

teachers – namely, the idea that teaching language simply involves “teaching the book.”   As 

language teacher educators, we strive instead to get language teachers to teach learners -- not 

books, or curricula, or tests, or parents.  We work hard to get language teachers to learn how to 

figure out who their students are, what they know of the language, what aspects of the language 

they still need to learn, and finally to figure out how to teach them those aspects in ways that 

really work for those students.  Teaching learners requires a complex knowledge base and a full 

set of finely honed skills.  

In some ways, teaching a language is rather like taking a trip.  There are two general 

approaches one can take.  In the first approach to teaching, you “teach the book.”  You teach 

students who may all be from the same linguistic and cultural background, in programs where 

someone else has ordered the book, planned the calendar, the activities, and the tests; such 

language classes are based on some professional’s global assumptions about the average student 
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who takes the class. Pretty much all you need to do is show up in class on time and do what the 

book says. Being such a language teacher is rather like being a tour group member.  You travel in 

groups of people like yourself on pre-planned tours, where someone else has selected popular 

routes, schedules, hotels, restaurants, and activities; all these decisions have been made based on 

the trip organizer’s global assumptions about the average interests and needs of people like them.  

All you really need to do as a “tour traveler” is show up on time and do what you’re told.  It isn’t 

clear to me that it requires a whole lot of language teacher education to prepare this kind of 

“teacher.” 

In the second approach to language teaching, you teach what your students need to learn. 

You teach a language to students who may come from different native language and cultural 

backgrounds, in a class where on an ongoing basis you have to choose: activities, teaching 

materials, schedule, and tests. You make these choices based on a deep understanding of your 

particular students’ diverse and ongoing language learning needs, an understanding achieved 

through a continuing analysis you carry out yourself. Being such a language teacher is like being 

a language explorer. You travel on your own, pretty much, getting off the beaten track, choosing 

your own route, schedule, housing, food, and activities. You make these choices based on the 

very local, unfolding conditions of the trip. This second approach, both to language teaching and 

travel, is hard; it requires special training, equipment, skills, sensitivity to changing contexts, and 

the wisdom to use the right skills in the right context.  Language teacher education that prepares 

this kind of language teacher is both challenging and rewarding, and, I assume, is what language 

teacher educators strive for.  (For a very persuasive new articulation of this approach to language 

teacher development, see Allwright & Hanks, 2009). Of course, in using this approach, all of us 

must constantly ask ourselves, as part of our own ongoing needs analysis, “How well prepared 

are the language teachers we educate? Do they have the skills they need to do accurate analyses 

of the needs of their students, and then to adapt their teaching to address those needs?”  

It seems clear that there is a huge need for teacher education in general.  Adger, Snow 

and Christian (2002) argue that U.S. mainstream teachers are ill-equipped to teach students from 

diverse languages and cultures, precisely when multicultural and multilingual classes are the 

norm. They remind us that students’ discourse and learning patterns are always affected by their 

cultures and language backgrounds, and assert that mainstream teachers must know more about 

language and culture in order to teach any content effectively.  If this is the case for mainstream 

teachers, how much more is it the case for language teachers? Teaching world languages in such 

a linguistically and culturally diverse school system requires a deep and explicit knowledge of 
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the facts about language (analogous to a map of the territory through which we must journey), 

and the skills to analyze language on an ongoing basis (analogous to map-reading skills required 

to use the map wisely).  Like it or not, language teachers are likely to be the most well-informed 

and well-prepared members of the school staff in the area of language and culture learning, and 

so for this reason, mainstream teachers increasingly turn to their language teacher colleagues 

(e.g., in ESL, world language, and English) for the knowledge they need to cope with increasing 

linguistic and cultural diversity in the school.  Do these world language teachers themselves have 

the expert knowledge about language that is needed? Are they equipped with the skills they need 

for exploration in this new territory of language and culture? 

In this, I am really asking a question that language teacher educators must constantly ask 

and re-evaluate: what is the knowledge base for language teacher education? (Freeman & 

Johnson, 1998; Tarone & Allwright, 2005).  Is what we teach in our language teacher education 

(LTE) programs useful to language teachers? Does it include all, and only the tools and skills they 

need to do practical language analysis in their classrooms as a central part of their thinking and 

planning process? There are different ways of conceptualizing this knowledge base. 

  

The Knowledge Base = Set of Facts? 
Some language teacher education books and programs conceptualize the knowledge base 

as consisting of essentially a body of facts that teacher learners must internalize. They must 

demonstrate that they know these facts on essay and multiple choice tests, or by writing essays 

consisting of ‘reviews of the literature’. Many grammar and second language acquisition (SLA) 

textbooks and courses appear to be structured this way.  The goal of such grammar or SLA 

courses for teachers appears to be to have teacher learners show that they know an identified set 

of facts about the field.  Teacher-learners must internalize these facts so they can repeat them on 

a test.  Examples of such statements of facts for a language structure course might take these 

forms: 

 “The rules for using ser and estar in Spanish are …” 

 “The polite forms for greeting a superior in Japanese are…” 

 

and statements of facts for an SLA course might look like this: 

 “Research shows that teachers prefer to use implicit corrective feedback, or recasts, 

when …” 

 “Research shows the stages of acquisition of questions in German L2 are …” 
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But it is not enough to just be able to state the facts in this way.  Language teacher 

learners also need to develop skills in the use of these facts.  Just as owning a map and knowing 

the names of the parts of a canoe do not make you an expert orienteer or canoeist, so also, 

knowing facts about grammar does not make you a good language teacher. The language teacher 

learner must develop the ability to use facts about language for language analysis and then do 

something with the analysis that will help language learners.  

So, language teacher educators must find a way to show teacher-learners how to use 

language facts to solve such language learning/teaching problems as these: 

  “I need a way to get these students to use ser and estar correctly.” 

  “This kind of error may require a more explicit correction strategy than a recast.” 

  “I wonder if consciousness-raising will get this learner to use a polite greeting 

form.” 

  “Is this learner developmentally ready for this lesson on German questions?” 

 

Conceptualizing the language teacher knowledge base as simply of a set of facts to be 

internalized does not provide what it takes to solve language teaching problems such as these.   

 

The Three Dimensions of the Knowledge Base for Language Teacher 
Education 

In response to a call by Freeman and Johnson (1998) for a re-definition of the elements 

of a knowledge base that should be provided in any language teacher education program, Tarone 

and Allwright (2005, drawing on Allwright, 2001) proposed that this base should be comprised 

of three dimensions: skills, knowledge and understanding.   

Conceptually we see 'training' as being concerned with 'skills' (like being able to 

write legibly on the blackboard, or being able to speak up so that a whole roomful 

of children can hear everything you say to them). 'Education' is concerned with 

'knowledge' (like being aware of all the different uses to which a blackboard could 

be put, or knowing something about the English article system). And 

'development' is concerned with 'understanding' (like understanding why 

children, especially teenage children, may find it difficult to perform their best in 

a foreign language classroom). By ‘understanding’ we are referring to something 

beyond merely 'having a particular skill' or 'having a certain piece of knowledge'.  

Understanding is whatever helps us to use our skill and knowledge appropriately. 

(Tarone & Allwright, 2005, p. 7). 

To illustrate the distinction among these three dimensions, Tarone and Allwright use the 

example of the three dimensions a teacher must master in order to use group work effectively in 
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language instruction: how to get learners to work in groups (a pedagogic skill), what research 

says about how group work may facilitate their linguistic development (knowledge of research 

facts), and how to use those skills and facts effectively in deciding when to do group work in the 

course of a specific lesson (understanding).   

Dimension #1, skills, can also be described as a set of techniques.  Other examples might 

include knowing how to demonstrate new speech sounds, how to keep students engaged in 

class, or how to recast a learner error in the course of a meaning-focused interaction. Such skills 

are certainly essential to the process of language teaching, but they are not enough.  Ability to 

implement such skills and techniques may enable one to “teach the book” – but they do not 

enable a teacher to make the higher-level decisions  -- such as, when to put the book down to do 

some group work -- that may be required in teaching a local group of learners with varied needs.  

Dimension #2, knowledge, can be viewed as a set of facts, such as facts about the 

structure of language or the process of second language learning.  Examples include, but are not 

limited to, knowing what the basic units of language are, knowing the rules for using definite 

and indefinite articles, or knowing the stages of acquisition of questions in the second language.  

A well-prepared language teacher must certainly know facts such as these, but as illustrated 

above, this is not enough, because knowing these facts does not enable the language teacher to 

do what it takes to move beyond “teaching the book.” 

Dimension #3, understanding, tells the teacher why, how, and when to use the first two 

dimensions of skill and knowledge in making wise pedagogical decisions. This third dimension 

of understanding tells the teacher when to provide a particular form of corrective feedback to 

particular learners, why group activity X helps learners to move from stage 3 question formation, 

and how and when to analyze the structure of a sentence in the course of teaching a lesson.  The 

teacher’s ability to use skills and knowledge is what enables that teacher to move beyond 

teaching the book to teaching students.   

This three-fold distinction is certainly not new; educational scholars such as John Dewey 

(e.g., Hickman & Alexander, 1998) have made very similar distinctions before.  Dewey asserted, 

for example, that education should not consist of simply teaching ‘dead facts;’ that skills and 

knowledge learned in schools should be fully integrated into the learners’ lives; and that we 

should learn by doing – in order to learn not just knowledge, not just skills, but skills to put 

knowledge to use.  Learning to do effective language teaching, like all learning, requires a 

combination of content mastery, skills development and understanding.  
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 How Explicit is the Language Teacher’s Knowledge Base? 
There has been considerable discussion among researchers on second language 

acquisition about the level of explicitness of the language learners’ knowledge base – specifically, 

how explicit or implicit that knowledge base has to be. ‘Implicit’ knowledge about language is 

unconscious, unanalyzed, and unstated; it develops without being the focus of the learner’s 

attention.  Young children are understood to use implicit processes in acquiring their native 

language, and native speakers’ knowledge of their language may be largely implicit.  ‘Explicit’ 

knowledge about language, on the other hand, is conscious, analyzed, and can be verbalized; 

explicit knowledge develops when the learner focuses attention on it and notices what needs to 

be learned.  Learners of second languages are usually understood to use more explicit processes 

in internalizing them than do native speakers, though second language learners in immersion 

programs who have had little explicit language instruction and learners in communicative 

language (CLT) classes may also rely on largely implicit language knowledge bases. Ellis (2006) 

concludes, and I agree, that it is likely that the second language learner’s knowledge is both 

implicit and explicit. 

The language teacher’s knowledge base has to be more explicit than that.  (This is another 

way of saying, perhaps, that being a language teacher involves a good deal more than just 

knowing how to speak the language.) The three dimensions of language teacher knowledge are 

explicit as well as implicit: while skills may be largely implicit, knowledge of facts is largely 

explicit, and understanding how to use skills and facts effectively is likely to be both.  As 

language teacher educators, we must of course assist language teacher-learners to develop both 

implicit and explicit knowledge of a good many things, but here I will focus on a subset of that 

knowledge base, specifically, the explicit knowledge about language and language learning, and 

the understanding of how to use that knowledge in teaching, that a language teacher must have. 

 

Knowledge About Language 
As just stated, language teachers need to do more than just know how to speak the 

language. Very often, language teacher educators have the job of helping teacher-learners 

(particularly those teacher-learners who are native speakers of the language, or who have learned 

a second language through immersion) to make the implicit knowledge they have about that 

language explicit.  This entails fostering that ‘aha!’ moment when the teacher-learner becomes 

aware of their own rules for language use.  The best grammar courses for language teacher-
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learners are designed to provide all three dimensions – not just facts about the grammar, but also 

teaching skills, and understanding of how and when to use both.   

I will illustrate this by describing an English grammar course we teach at the University 

of Minnesota as part of a Masters Program in ESL.  This course used to focus almost entirely on 

dimension #2: facts about English grammar. In those days, the assigned textbook was an 

encyclopedic book by Quirk, Greenbaum, Leech, and Svartik (1985). Pretty much every fact you 

want to know about English grammar is in that book, and the year-long class used to involve 

reading the book chapter by chapter, digesting and memorizing the facts, and showing you knew 

the facts on an exam.   This course was not enough, for reasons already explained above, so we 

developed a new English grammar course designed specifically for language teachers, focused on 

all three dimensions of language teacher knowledge. We adopted two books that used that 

approach, The Grammar Book  by Celce-Murcia and Larsen-Freeman (1999) and Explaining 

English Grammar by Yule (1999), to be read in combination. The approach we use is described in 

detail in Tarone and Lazaraton (2005), but I will summarize it here.  

 Celce-Murcia and Larsen-Freeman discuss each element of English grammar in terms of 

its form, meaning, and use I will illustrate these by showing the way the English passive 

construction is presented. The form of a construction is the prescriptive rule, focused on the 

syntactic form of the construction. So, for the passive, we might say that the patient, or receiver 

of the action, becomes the subject of the passive sentence, as in: 

a. The midfielder kicks the ball. (active sentence) 

b. The ball was kicked by the midfielder. (passive sentence) 

 

The meaning of a grammar construction is its function or semantics. In the case of the 

passive, we might tell the teacher-learner that the passive is used to foreground the patient, and 

to background or even delete the agent altogether. The use of a grammar construction is a 

description of the form and meaning of the construction when it is actually used in discourse by 

fluent speakers of the language. For example, we might tell teacher-learners that the agentless 

passive is usually preferred, or that the ‘get’ passive
2
  is more commonly used to transmit certain 

meanings than the ‘be’ passive.   

Yule (1999) focuses on a subset of English grammatical constructions that are typically 

particularly problematic for second language learners. His discussion focuses very strongly on 

descriptions of native speaker use of these constructions, and includes ample opportunities for 

reflection on why this usage varies from prescriptive norms. The book also includes many 
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activities requiring analysis of the target construction in the context of discourse, and exploration 

of ways these constructions should best be taught in the classroom.  The book thus relates the 

facts about English grammar to both the development of skills for language analysis and 

language teaching, and deeper levels of understanding about the way language works and the 

way it is learned. 

In order for teacher-learners to develop their own skills for language analysis, however, 

they should not just be told about the usage of grammar constructions. They should learn to do 

grammatical analysis for themselves – something Larsen-Freeman (2003) refers to as 

‘grammaring’.  For this reason, we have our students do their own original ‘usage studies,’ so 

they can discover for themselves how different constructions are actually used by different 

groups of speakers, and develop the analytical ability to continue to do this in their classrooms. 

In a ‘usage study,’ teacher-learners ask a research question about the target construction, gather 

data, analyze it in comparison to the textbook rule, and draw conclusions for pedagogy. The 

‘usage study’ fosters a cascade of ‘aha’ moments for native speakers of the language, as they see 

for themselves the myriad ways in which their own use of the language does and does not follow 

the prescriptive rules in The Grammar Book.  In Tarone and Lazaraton (2005), we give our 

rationale, and several examples of usage studies that our teacher-learners have carried out, some 

of which have been included in subsequent revisions of the Celce-Murcia volume itself. 

A strongly descriptive approach, in which the "usage study" is a core element, is 

one that empowers language teacher-learners  by teaching them how to 

understand for themselves on an ongoing basis how the language works and by 

according full academic status to the knowledge about the language and to the 

language data they bring to the table.  (Tarone & Lazaraton, 2005, p. 56) 

As an interesting side note: we have learned that some of the best ‘usage studies’ have 

been done by teacher-learners who are not native speakers of the language, possibly because 

their grammar knowledge is more explicit from the beginning. For example, one year, when we 

began studying the prescriptive rule for the English past counterfactual construction: 

 If I had known you were coming, I would have baked a cake. 

 

Noriko Ishihara, as a teacher-learner in my class, pointed out that native speakers of 

English did not seem to use the ‘If I had…’ construction very much.  Rather, they seemed to use 

‘If I would have…’  

 If I would have known you were coming, I would have baked a cake. 
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Native-speaking teacher-learners in the class had not noticed this construction even 

though they used it themselves
3
, but Ishihara’s class usage study confirmed its prevalence in a 

wide range of geographical and social contexts, and was subsequently published (Ishihara, 

2003). 

After taking a grammar course with this approach to mastery of the L2 grammar, teacher-

learners can: 

 Distinguish confidently between form, meaning, and use of grammar constructions. 

 Move beyond whatever grammar book is being used, treating textbook grammar 

rules as merely prescriptive, but not necessarily descriptive of the way fluent 

speakers actually use the grammar in a wide range of contexts. 

 Confidently describe and analyze grammar usage by fluent speakers in the real 

world, and compare that usage to the prescriptive rules in the book, considering 

historical and social changes that speakers have made to those rules. 

 Transfer this new knowledge about grammar form, meaning, and use into their 

own language classrooms, considering implications for pedagogy – ways to 

transmit this knowledge to their own students, either in explicit or implicit form 

(since the knowledge base for language learners does not need to be explicit in the 

way it does for language teachers). 

 

This approach to teaching teacher-learners about the structure of the language they will 

be teaching has proven to be an effective way to give them not just grammar knowledge, but also 

the skills they need to describe and analyze grammar usage in natural discourse, as well as a 

deeper understanding of the way the language actually works in discourse and how to transmit 

that knowledge to language learners.  This three-dimensional knowledge about language 

structure frees the teacher-learner to move beyond one’s grammar book, to discover how 

grammar constructions really are used in discourse in the local context in which he or she 

teaches. Just as teacher-learners’ knowledge about language must be three-dimensional, so also 

must their knowledge about language learning. 

 

Knowledge About Second Language Learning 
Language teacher education programs often now require teacher-learners to take a course 

on second language acquisition (SLA) research.  The stated rationale for this requirement is 

usually that language teachers ought to understand how their students learn foreign languages. 

They should know, for example, the impact of transfer from their native language, the 

developmental stages of acquisition of core grammar structures, and the influence of different 
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types of corrective feedback. However, a closer look at course syllabi and introductory textbooks 

on SLA suggests that in the main, these courses appear to focus on the knowledge of facts much 

more than on the development of skills or understanding.  My own review of the tables of 

contents of current introductory SLA textbooks shows that most of them cover the prominent 

theories and theorists of SLA, their controversies, and the research that supports or contradicts 

them. In standard introductory SLA courses of which I am aware, these books may be 

supplemented in the syllabus by a set of readings consisting of published research studies, ‘hot 

off the press,’ the more recent the better.  Readers learn about the controversies in the field, and 

a good deal of time is spent focusing on the arguments for or against various claims about SLA.  

Teacher-learners in such courses are evaluated in their learning by means of essay tests or papers 

that are focused on knowledge of the facts about these SLA theories, theorists, studies, and 

controversies.  The goal of such SLA courses appears to be to enable teacher-learners to say (or 

write) at the end of the course such statements as these: 

 “Research shows that teachers prefer to use implicit corrective feedback (recasts) 

when …” 

 “Research shows that the stages of acquisition of questions in German L2 are …” 

 “Schmidt and Krashen disagree about the role of consciousness in SLA.” 

 

Such SLA courses are essentially lecture courses, based on an information transmission 

model, transmitting facts without providing skills or understanding.  Although many of these 

courses and textbooks make an effort to show how facts about SLA ought to be relevant for 

teaching, these efforts tend to be hypothetical.   If such courses are to provide teacher-learners 

with skills to actually analyze the learner language produced in their own classrooms and to 

understand the implications for their teaching in specific terms, then they will need to add a 

laboratory component.  

A better model for an introductory SLA course for language teachers should consist of 

two parts: lecture and laboratory.  The content of the lecture portion of such a course should 

provide a broad overview of the state of knowledge in the field, its main theories, and the most 

generally agreed upon facts of SLA that have been derived from research.  This lecture portion of 

the course should not get into the very latest published findings, detailed nuances of research 

design, or spend much time laying out the positions in ongoing controversies.  Rather than 

spend a great deal of time on what researchers disagree about, an introductory SLA course for 

teachers should focus primarily on what is agreed upon.   While detailed information on 
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theoretical controversies is useful to graduate students planning to position their own SLA 

research projects in relation to those theories, with a view to eventual publication, it is not so 

useful to language teachers who will carry out local, descriptive case studies for their own use in 

designing pedagogy. 

The lab component of the proposed SLA course designed for language teacher-learners 

provides them with the tools and skills they need to do descriptive analyses of learner language 

that occurs in their own classrooms, and opportunities to practice using those skills in a 

supportive setting before trying them out on their own in their classrooms.  Upon completion of 

each lab exercise, teacher-learners are asked to reflect on their findings in relation to what they 

have learned in lecture, and consider the implications of their observations for pedagogy.  In this 

way, the lab course provides skills and understanding to complement the set of facts 

(knowledge) that teacher-learners assimilate in the lecture portion of the course.  Through 

carrying out their own descriptive case study analyses of learner language, teacher-learners will: 

 Develop a deeper understanding of published SLA research by doing some research 

of their own (learning by doing), 

 Develop analytical skills for local, descriptive research to better understand 

language learning taking place in their own classrooms, 

 Develop confidence in assessing the usefulness of published SLA research for their 

own classroom context. 

 

In this way, an overall goal of the lab is to help the teacher move away from a sense of 

dependence on published SLA research, and toward more autonomy and independence in trying 

to understand and interpret the consequences of learner language that is produced in their own 

classrooms.   

A big obstacle to this kind of a lab course has to do with obtaining samples of learner 

language for teacher-learners to analyze. It takes a great deal of time to secure research 

permission, design a study, find learners, design elicitation tasks, record them, and transcribe 

their data. Teacher-learners cannot be expected to do that, at least initially. However, the 

language teacher educator can provide major scaffolding for this process in a ‘lab’ component of 

an SLA course.  Where is the learner language to come from? 

The SLA course instructor may already have done some SLA research, and so have on 

hand data in the form of transcripts or even audio or video clips of second language learners as 

they speak the L2. Audio and video clips used in an SLA class should be accompanied by 

already-prepared transcripts, to save teacher-learners time and ensure even quality of the 
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transcripts. Lab activities for the introductory SLA course could then involve setting up pairwork 

exercises in which teacher-learners work together to listen to the speech of a learner, read the 

transcript of that same speech segment, and search for particular grammatical, lexical, or 

phonological constructions in those learner language samples.  Pairs could then report to the 

class on what they see in the data, and reflect together on its relationship to published SLA 

research, and to classroom pedagogy.   

Another source of learner language samples might be for language teacher educators to 

create videos of language learners expressly for their SLA classes to use. Learners could be shown 

producing the particular target language of interest to the teacher–learners in the SLA class, 

whether this be ESL, Spanish L2, Chinese L2, or some other target language. If you choose this 

route, check to see if you will need the approval of your Institutional Review Board. At our 

institution, video-recording of L2 learners for purposes of classroom instruction is not 

considered to be “research” and so is classified as “exempt” from rigorous review.  On the other 

hand, because our students may plan to present their research at conferences or even submit it 

for publication, we always seek the approval of our review board for class assignments requiring 

students to gather data from learners. This is a time-consuming option, but one that has the 

virtue of being tailored to local needs; the teacher educator can focus on the language of learners 

that their teacher-learners are actually likely to be teaching, in a well-understood cultural and 

institutional context. 

If the SLA course instructor does not have access to their own learner language samples, 

there are a few commercially available options.  Gass, Sorace, and Selinker (1998) provide edited 

samples of transcripts, with accompanying audio cassette tapes, of learner language taken from 

published studies. The book guides readers in analyzing those samples in a set of exercises.  

However, these exercises have a number of limitations, most of them related to a lack of context 

permitting adequate analysis: there is little information provided about the learners and the way 

the data were elicited; editing has removed a good deal of discourse context; there is no video 

component to the data; and the format in which the audio data are provided is out of date. And 

the approach taken in this book appears to target an audience of graduate students intent on 

carrying out full-scale SLA research, and not an audience of language teacher-learners. 

Another commercial source of learner videos permitting learner language analysis, 

although it was not originally designed for that purpose, is Teemant and Pinnegar (2002). This is 

a set of DVDs of nine individually-interviewed junior high school age learners of English L2, 

whose native languages include Spanish and Japanese.  This is a very interesting age to explore, 
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one of great interest to K-12 language teachers, as it includes learners who fall on either side of 

the critical period for SLA.  However, Teemant and Pinnegar’s project was not designed for the 

purpose of providing learner language for detailed structural analysis. It provides rich 

background on the world of middle school L2 learners, but little support for learner language 

analysis. For example, although there are transcriptions provided of the language learners’ 

speech, these are not accurate at the level required for structural language analysis. The language 

teacher educator will need to carefully edit them before distributing them in the lab.  In addition, 

the videos focus only on head-shot narrations by the learners; these narrations are heavily edited, 

with obvious non-sequiturs, and all interviewer questions are edited out.  Thus, there are no 

opportunities to explore learner language in the context of meaningful discourse.  Nevertheless, 

the learners are very engaging, and provide a rich opportunity to reflect on such issues as the 

influence of age on pronunciation, transfer of first language features into second language 

production, apparent oral proficiency without corresponding literacy, and the impact of 

motivation and social relationships on SLA, among others.  

A newer source of commercially available samples of learner language for use in SLA 

courses is Tarone and Swierzbin (2009), which includes a DVD of videos of 6 university-age 

learners of English as a second language and 2 native speakers of English as they all perform the 

same set of oral tasks. The learners are native speakers of Chinese, Spanish and French. Readers 

are guided in analyzing their learner language from different perspectives: language transfer, 

error analysis, developmental sequence, processing of corrective feedback, referential 

communication, and language complexity. Tarone and Swierzbin (2009) was produced 

subsequent to, and indeed, in some sense as a result of, the writing and presentation of the 

present paper. 

 

Conclusion 
I have taken the position in this paper that language teacher educators should equip 

teacher-learners to be language explorers rather than people who just ‘teach the book’.  To do 

this, we need to provide them with knowledge (facts) about the structure of language and the 

process of language learning.  But in our courses we also need to give them practice analyzing 

native speakers’ and language learners’ language usage, with opportunities to reflect together on 

the relationship between their observations and  published scholarship and research, as well as 

the implications of all of this for their pedagogical action in the classroom.  In this way they will 

be able to acquire skills to be able to describe the language produced by native speakers and by 
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their own learners in their classrooms, and improve their understanding of language and 

language learning for their use in making pedagogical decisions.  Such teacher-learners will in 

this way become able to do more than just survive in the new territories of linguistically and 

culturally diverse language classrooms they are preparing to enter.  They will be able to thrive 

there as language explorers. 
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challenges the beliefs and assumptions gained through years of the apprenticeship of 

observation.  Teacher development in these settings needs to include adopting a stance of 

inquiry and reflection, experiencing as learners the activities and classroom tasks of the reformed 

curriculum, using the artifacts of the reform, and examining student work.  In addition, teacher 

development will be more contextually relevant and appropriate if it is viewed as situated within 

a particular international, national, policy and cultural context.   As teachers learn to inquire and 

reflect on their assumptions, their students, their pedagogy, and their context, and to incorporate 

new knowledge of the subject matter in their practice, professional practitioners with the kinds 

of adaptive expertise required in international educational reform contexts will be developed.  
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Note   
1
 From “Preparing Teachers for a Changing World:  What Teachers Should Learn and Be Able to Do” 

(p. 11) by J. Bransford and L. Darling-Hammond et al., 2005.  San Francisco, CA.  Copyright 

2005 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc.  Adapted with permission. 
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Instructional Choices of  
Mississippi Foreign Language Teachers 

Elizabeth Harrison, Houston High School, Houston, MS 

This research investigated the effect of education in language study and pedagogy 

on the instructional choices of Mississippi foreign language teachers.  Teachers 

were asked to rate how often they employed certain instructional activities in their 

classrooms.  They were also asked to report on selected teacher variables 

including education and professional experiences.  A MANOVA statistical analysis 

was used to determine if a relationship existed between teacher demographics 

(subject area preparation and pedagogical training) and implementation of the 

Mississippi Foreign Language Curriculum Framework (2000).  The data suggested 

that increased language study increased the frequency of some classroom activities 

in the area of communication and culture. 

Teacher shortages in math, science, and foreign languages exist in Mississippi.  Like other 

states, Mississippi has employed many teachers with either Alternate Route or Emergency 

Certification to fill the need.  Mississippi has put into place a set of measurements that ensure 

accountability in math and sciences, but there is nothing in place to ensure teacher quality and 

levels of student achievement in the area of foreign languages.  Many university language 

departments have voiced concerns that there is little standardization among foreign language 

programs in Mississippi secondary schools.  In 2000, Mississippi adopted a new foreign language 

curriculum.  One of the purposes of the new curriculum was to equalize what students could do 

with a second language, allowing students to advance seamlessly from one school to another, 

and from high school to college in order to proceed to the next level of instruction (Mississippi 

Foreign Language Curriculum Framework, 2000).  This transition, it was presumed, would take the 

pressure off of the overcrowded elementary-level courses.  The Mississippi Department of 

Education spent much time and resources providing workshops across the state to help foreign 

language teachers adjust to the new curriculum (Mississippi Foreign Language Innovative 

Professional Development, 2003).  Little change seems to have occurred.  If the gaps of student 

achievement in foreign languages cannot be explained by “what” teachers are teaching, then 

perhaps it can be explained by “how” they are teaching the material. 
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Related Literature 
The focus of the review of literature is divided into two categories: (1) to link teacher 

quality to student achievement, and (2) to define some of the variables among teachers involved 

in defining teacher quality. 

 

Teacher Quality and Student Achievement 
Teachers are the most important factor in producing student achievement.  Evidence-

based research as well as anecdotal evidence suggests that student achievement greatly depends 

upon the instructor (Wayne & Young, 2003).  Rivkin, Hanushek, and Kain (2001) confirm that 

teacher quality is the most important factor explaining student achievement among elementary 

school children.  High quality teachers have been shown also to raise student performance 

among high school students.  A study by Goldhaber, Brewer, and Anderson (1999) found that 

teacher effects accounted for 8.5% of the variation found in student achievement of tenth 

graders.  

Curriculum is prescribed for students by the state, but teachers are responsible for its 

organization and implementation.  Teachers must determine the appropriateness of instructional 

activities. They must effectively communicate the curriculum to their students (O’Neill & Perez, 

1994).   According to Good (1984), there are statistically significant correlations between student 

achievement and teacher behavior. The more active the teacher is in the planning and 

implementation of the curriculum, the higher the gains in student achievement.  In the review of 

literature in an article by Laczko-Kerr and Berliner (2003), they state that evidence-based 

research has shown that variation between 4% and 18% in student achievement can attributed to 

teachers’ classroom practices. 

Highly effective teachers have been shown to have a positive influence in raising the 

achievement of low-achieving students.  Based on data of Tennessee schools, Haycock (1998) 

suggested that master teachers raised the achievement of low-achieving students 53 percentile 

points compared to less qualified teachers who raised students’ achievement scores by only 14 

percentile points. Another study by Hanushek (2003) also provided evidence that the students of 

high quality teachers within a large urban district learned much more than the students of less 

qualified teachers over a one-year period.  He found that, over a five-year period, master teachers 

can overcome the achievement deficit of children of low-income families when measured against 

the achievement of children of upper-income families. 
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Teacher Variables Contributing to Quality 
Teacher quality refers to “a teacher’s quantifiable ability to produce growth in student 

achievement” (Goldhaber & Anthony, 2003b, p.11).  There are, however, many variables that 

contribute to teacher quality.  According to Goldhaber and Anthony (2003a), the indicators of 

teacher quality include teacher degree levels, teacher preparation, licensure, experience, and 

academic proficiency.   Many empirical studies have been done on teacher efficacy in both 

general and specific subject areas, but very few studies deal with foreign language teachers 

specifically.  The variables to be discussed here include the effects of subject matter preparation 

and pedagogical preparation on teacher efficacy. 

 

Subject Matter Preparation 

Several studies examined the effect of subject matter preparation on teacher effectiveness.  

Overall, the results are mixed, but research findings do indicate that subject matter preparation 

has an overall effect in areas that require a higher level of understanding on the part of the 

teacher, such as mathematics and science (Goldhaber & Anthony, 2003a).   In 1995, Chaney 

surveyed 24,599 eighth grade students and their teachers to determine if student achievement 

varied according to the educational level of the teacher.  Overall, he found no relationship.  

However, when the teachers were divided into groups according to subject taught, he found that 

student achievement in mathematics and science was higher for those whose teachers had an 

advanced degree in math or science.   

Little evidence-based research addressing the effect of subject matter preparation exists, 

specifically in the area of foreign language education. Johnson (1994) surveyed English Second 

Language (ESL) teachers concerning their past educational experiences and course work, as well 

as their professional development experiences.  She found that “ESL teachers are more 

influenced by their past educational experiences than education courses” (p. 449). This echoes 

the same conclusion put forth by Golombek (1998), stating that it is the practical knowledge 

that language teachers receive as language learners that serves as the framework for making sense 

of their classroom practices as language teachers.  Other articles also address the need for high 

standards in language proficiency among high school language teachers.  Tedick and Walker 

(1995) see second language education as fundamentally different from other content areas.  This 

is primarily because the subject matter is not only the target of communication but also the 

means of communication.   
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Pedagogical Preparation 

Another teacher variable, pedagogical preparation, has been found to affect students’ 

achievement.  Here again, research results are inconsistent.  In 1984, Cornett, in a survey of 

teachers in 3 states, compared performance on certification tests to see whether possessing a 

Bachelor’s degree in an academic subject area or in education affected their scores.  Overall, no 

statistically significant difference based upon educational degree was found.   However, another 

study by Grossman (1990) found large differences in how secondary school teachers prepared to 

teach based on pedagogical training.  Those teachers without formal teaching methodology 

courses tended to equate planning with the level of their own knowledge, while teachers with 

formal educational training saw planning to be separate from personal knowledge of subject 

matter.   

In foreign language education, there seems to be more anecdotal and position papers 

than empirical studies related to pedagogical training. Throughout many parts of the world,  

pedagogical studies are considered to be vastly important in the preparation of foreign language 

teachers (Pufahl, Rhodes, & Christian, 2001), but in the United States pedagogy is still seen as 

one of the least important facets of foreign language education (Moore & Bresslau, 1996).  

Hammadou-Sullivan (2001) makes a strong case for the inclusion of foreign language pedagogy 

over general methodology courses in order to create an effective foreign language teacher.  

Generic teacher preparation programs inadequately train foreign language teachers because 

foreign language methodology is different from all other subject areas.   

This review of literature has produced several questions.  Research seems to clearly point 

to the importance of the teacher in regards to student achievement.  High quality teachers are an 

important factor in raising student achievement.  There are a several variables that contribute to 

high quality teachers.  Two of the most commonly mentioned variables are content area 

education and pedagogical training.  The research is not as clear with regards to these individual 

teacher characteristics.  Results of previous studies seem to be limited by subject area.  This 

limitation, combined with a paucity of studies specifically addressing foreign language 

instruction, creates a gap in the literature that this study has tried to address. 

 

Research Question and Justification 
The guiding question of this study was to try to determine if there were any differences 

among Mississippi foreign language teachers in how they implemented the Mississippi Foreign 

Language Curriculum Framework (2000) based on differences in the teachers’ subject area 
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knowledge and previous pedagogical training.  If differences do exist, then perhaps changes 

could be made in either the educational preparation or professional development of foreign 

language teachers that would allow them to better follow Mississippi’s mandated curriculum and 

allow a smoother transition for students into university language programs.  

If differences exist among foreign language teachers in how they implement the 

Mississippi Foreign Language Curriculum Framework (2000), this study could provide insight for 

the Mississippi Department of Education as well as state university teacher education programs 

as to what education and experience is most beneficial to foreign language teachers in the state.  

Adjustments could be made to certification requirements and university programs that will 

ensure that future foreign language teachers are better prepared to teach their subjects and 

produce students who are prepared to enter the workforce or transition into university foreign 

language programs. 

 

Method 
Research Design and Participants 

A survey was administered obtaining demographic information about Mississippi foreign 

language teachers, and the frequency of selected instructional choices they reported making in 

their classrooms.  The participants for this study were foreign language teachers currently 

teaching in the state of Mississippi.  A list of teachers was obtained by the Mississippi 

Department of Education, and all teachers were contacted by e-mail, fax, phone, or letter.   

A sample of n = 124 surveys were collected for this study, representing approximately  

25% of the 472 foreign language teachers teaching at the time in Mississippi. Surveys were sent 

by mail to each school and individual teachers were also contacted by e-mail when that 

information was available. The majority of teachers surveyed taught at the secondary school level 

(n = 114).  The participants ranged in level of teaching experience (0-7 years, n = 51; 8-15 years, 

n = 37; 15+ years, n = 32, n = 4 participants declined to answer the question).  The languages 

taught by the teachers surveyed included Spanish (n = 93), French (n = 24), German, Latin, 

Italian, and Japanese (n = 13 collectively).  Some teachers taught more than one language so 

these numbers do not add up to n = 124. 

 

Instrument 
Foreign language teachers were asked to complete an online survey (see Appendix) which 

asked them to rate how often they do certain activities in their classrooms.  A Likert-type scale 
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was used to indicate how often teachers employed 15 different types of activities found in the 

Mississippi Foreign Language Curriculum Framework, (2000).  A rating of one indicated that the 

teacher never used that activity.  A rating of two indicated that the teacher rarely used that 

activity.  A rating of three indicated that the teacher sometimes used that activity.  A rating of 

four indicated that the teacher often used that activity.  A rating of five indicated that the teacher 

always used that activity.  The survey items were tested for reliability and reduced to 3 focuses: 

Communication, Culture, and Language Instruction.  Demographic information was also 

collected concerning the teacher’s education and professional backgrounds. 

 

Data Analysis 
The data from the survey were analyzed to see if there were differences in how often 

teachers reported doing certain activities from the Mississippi Foreign Language Curriculum 

Framework (2000) based on the demographic information supplied by the survey participants.  

The sample of Mississippi foreign language teachers was analyzed using a Multivariate Analysis of 

Variance (MANOVA).  A MANOVA was chosen as the test for data analysis because (1) there 

were three dependent variables, and (2) the two independent variables were categorical.  The 

null hypothesis for this analysis stated that there were no statistically significant differences 

among the means of the composite ratings based upon independent variables.   

 

Independent Variables 

The independent variables were hours of foreign language (FL) college course work 

completed and hours of education (ED) college course work completed.  The hours of foreign 

language course work were divided into three categories:  Minor (0-18 hours of course work), 

Major (19-30 hours of course work), and Grad (31+ hours of course work).  The hours of 

education college course work completed (both general and foreign-language specific) were also 

divided into three categories:  Minor (0-9 hours of course work), Major (10-18 hours of course 

work), and Grad (19+ hours course work).  A cross-tabulation of the independent variables 

showed that the majority of the teachers sampled rated themselves as having a grad-level of 

course work in foreign language and/or education course work, while there was only minimal 

representation in the other minor and major levels of study.  The cross-tabulation of the 

independent variables appears in Table 1.     
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Table 1: Cross Tabulations of Independent Variables (n = 124) 

Education Course Hours Foreign Language Course Hours Totals 

 Minor Major Grad  

Minor  6 6 19 31 

Major  6 6 21 33 

Grad  7 19 34 60 

Total 19 31 74 124 

 

Dependent Variables 

The ratings from the individual survey items were combined to form three composite 

ratings which were retained for analysis.  The first composite rating was named Communication, 

and was comprised of five survey items that all focus on spoken or written communication in the 

target language.  The second composite rating was named Culture, and was comprised of seven 

survey questions focusing on various aspects of the target culture being studied.  The third 

composite rating was named Language Instruction, and focused primarily on explicit language 

instruction. The Language Instruction rating was comprised of the remaining three survey items.  

A list of each individual survey item assignment is found in Table 2.  The means and standard 

deviations of the composite ratings are found in Table 3. 

 

Table 2: Combination of Individual Survey Items Into Composite Ratings 

Communication Culture Language Instruction 

Q1:  Class conducted in TL Q2:  Show films in TL or relating to TC Q4:  Grammar 

Q5:  Student dialogues in TL Q3:  Literature from TC Q10:  Phonetics 

Q9:  Student presentations in TL Q6:  Holidays from TC Q14:  Vocabulary 

Q13:  Play games in TL Q7:  Stories, jokes, proverbs from TC  

Q15:  Ask/answer questions in TL Q8:  Songs from TC  

 Q11:  Fine arts from TC  

 Q12:  Others subjects related to TC   
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Table 3: Means and Standard Deviations of Dependent Variables (n = 124) 

Name Means SD 

Communication 3.56 .573 

Culture 3.19 .584 

Language Instruction 4.00 .634 

 

Internal Reliability of the Survey 

The reliability coefficients were calculated for the three composite ratings. Cronbach’s 

Alpha was used as the test statistic, which is measured on a scale of 0 to 1.  The closer the alpha 

is to 1.0, the greater the internal consistency of the items in the instrument.  For the composite 

ratings of Communication, Culture, and Language Instruction, the test yielded a figure of α = 

.65, α = .68, and α = .60, respectively.  There is no set interpretation as to what is an acceptable 

alpha value, and alpha tends to increase as the number of variables increase.  Generally speaking, 

an alpha less than α = .50 is considered unacceptable, and a score of α = .80 or higher is good 

(George & Mallery, 2003).  Since the goal of this study was exploratory and conducted primarily 

to describe the instructional choices Mississippi foreign language teachers, the reliability of the 

composite factors was deemed acceptable for further analysis. 

 

MANOVA Assumptions 

Before running a MANOVA, the data had to be checked to see if assumptions for using a 

MANOVA were met.  The normality of the 3 composite ratings was checked using the Shapiro-

Wilk test at an α = .05 (Hair, Tatham, Anderson, & Black, 1998).  The test showed that Culture 

was normally distributed (.984, p = .168), but Communication and Language Learning were not 

normally distributed (.973, p =.013 and .935, p =.000 respectively).  However, inspection of 

histograms showed that Communication followed a normal curve. In order to test 

homoscedasticity, Box’s M was calculated and rendered a result of 58.235, p = .464, indicating 

that the covariance matrices for the dependent variables were not significantly different (Hair, 

Tathm, Anderson, & Black, 1998).  Although some caution is warranted, it was concluded that 

the data were appropriate for analysis using a MANOVA. 

 

Results 
A factorial design was used for the MANOVA.  Because the cells of the independent 

variables were uneven, the type III Sums of Squares was employed, which is a simultaneous 
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regression solution.  The MANOVA was analyzed using Pillai’s Trace (Hair, Tatham, Anderson, 

& Black, 1998).  The results of the overall test appear in Table 4.  The null hypothesis was 

rejected.  There was statistically significant evidence that foreign language course work had an 

effect on the 3 composite scores, F.
05

 = 2.308, p = .035.  The partial η2
 statistic (η2

 = .057) 

indicated that the independent variable FL had a small effect on the overall variance.  Inspection 

of the observed power of the analysis was .795 indicating the probability of finding a significant 

result with the sample size and effect size reported (Hair, Tatham, Anderson, & Black, 1998). 

There was no statistically significant evidence that general education course work had an effect 

on the 3 composite ratings, F
.05

 = .337, p = .917.  There was no statistically significant evidence 

that an interaction between foreign language course work and general education course work 

had an effect on the 3 composite ratings, F
.05

 = 1.118, p = .344. 

 

Table 4: Multivariate Tests, Type III SS, Pillai’s Trace (n = 124) 

Source Value F df 1 df 2 p Partial η2 Power 

FL .115 2.308 6 228 .035 .057 .795 

ED .018 .337 6 228 .917 .009 .114 

FL*ED .112 1.118 12 345 .344 .037 .646 

 

Follow-up univariate tests and post hoc tests were employed to further investigate the 

effect of foreign language course work on the dependent variables.  Tests of Between-Subjects 

Effects indicated that foreign language course work had an effect on Communication (F
.05

 = 

3.909, p = .023) and Culture (F
.05

 = 1.567, p = .011), but did not have an effect on Language 

Instruction (F
.05

 = .035, p = .965).  The mean estimates for the main effects showed an increase 

in teacher ratings when teachers had more course hours in foreign language in the areas of 

Communication and Culture (See Table 5).  These differences obtained were statistically tested 

using a Scheffé test, which was chosen because it is one of the most conservative tests, and 

because the data had failed to meet the normality assumption for all the dependent variables 

(Hair, Tathm, Anderson, & Black, 1998).   

 

 

 

 

© 2015, Regents of the University of Minnesota. Permission to reprint must be sought from the CARLA office. For information see: www.carla.umn.edu. Originally published as: 
Anderson, M. & Lazaraton, A. (Eds.). (2009). Bridging Contexts, Making Connections: Selected Papers from the Fifth International Conference on Language Teacher Education. 

Minneapolis: University of Minnesota, The Center for Advanced Research on Language Acquisition. Retrieved from www.carla.umn.edu/resources/working-papers/



146 Bridging Contexts, Making Connections 

 

Table 5; Mean Estimates for Independent Variables (n = 124) 

Dep. Variable FL Mean SE ED Mean SE 

Minor 3.402 .116 Minor 3.533 .129 

Major 3.456 .116 Major 3.587 .116 

Communication 

Grad 3.765 .089 Grad 3.502 .068 

Minor 2.890 .120 Minor 3.096 .133 

Major 3.213 .119 Major 3.178 .120 

Culture 

Grad 3.350 .091 Grad 3.179 .069 

Minor 3.953 .132 Minor 3.886 .147 

Major 4.000 .131 Major 4.009 .132 

Lang Instruct 

Grad 3.350 .091 Grad 4.407 .077 

 

The estimated means showed that there was an increase in the Communication ratings as 

the level of foreign language course work increased.  The Scheffé test indicated that there was a 

statistically significant difference between the mean ratings of teachers with a Minor level of 

foreign language course work and teachers with a Grad level of course work in foreign languages 

in the area of Communication (p = .044).  Although the mean increased, there was no 

statistically significant difference between the mean ratings of teachers with a Minor level of 

foreign language course work to those with a Major (p = .526), or between the mean ratings of 

teachers with a Major level of foreign language course work to those with a Grad level (p = .446) 

in the area of Communication. 

The estimated means showed that there was also an increase in the Culture ratings as the 

level of foreign language course work increased.  The Scheffé test indicated there were no 

statistically significant differences between the mean ratings of the teachers based on hours of 

foreign language course work.  The estimated means ratings also did not show any discernable 

pattern of increase or decrease in the Language Instruction ratings based upon the amount of 

foreign language course work taken.  The Scheffé test did not yield any statistically significant 

differences between the mean ratings of Language Instruction for the teachers based on hours of 

foreign language course work  

 

Discussion 
This study tried to determine if there were differences among Mississippi foreign 

language teachers in how they implemented the Mississippi Foreign Language Curriculum 
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Framework (2000) based on the survey questions and teacher variables collected from the 

surveys.  The independent variables were the number of college course hours completed in 

foreign language (FL), divided into three levels (Minor, Major, and Grad), and the number of 

college course hours completed in general education (ED), divided into three levels (Minor, 

Major, and Grad).  The dependent variables were the 15 survey questions reduced into three 

composite ratings:  Communication, Culture, and Language Instruction. 

The null hypothesis was testing using a MANOVA.  The results of the MANOVA revealed 

that there was a statistically significant difference among the mean ratings of the dependent 

variables based on the independent variable of courses hours completed in the foreign language.  

However, the test did not reveal a statistically significant difference among the mean ratings of 

the dependent variables based on the independent variable of course hours completed in general 

education.  There was no statistical evidence to suggest that the amount of college course work a 

teacher completed in general education had any affect on how she implemented the Mississippi 

Foreign Language Curriculum Framework (2000).  There was also no evidence to suggest that there 

were any interactions between the amount of college course work in foreign languages and 

general education that had an effect on how often teachers did the activities measured in the 

survey instrument. 

Inspection of the follow-up univariate tests showed that hours completed in foreign 

language study did have an effect on two of the dependent variables:  Communication and 

Culture.  Mean estimates also showed that the frequency that teachers employed Communication 

and Culture activities increased as the number of hours in foreign language coursework 

increased.  Post hoc tests revealed that one of these differences was statistically significant, namely 

the difference in how often teachers did Communication activities.  The sample data indicated 

that teachers who had a Grad level of course hours in foreign language study implemented 

Communication activities more often than teachers with only a Minor level of course hours in 

foreign language study.  These findings are consistent with other research that has suggested that 

teaching efficacy for foreign language teachers is related to the teachers’ subject matter 

preparation (Chacón, 2005; Golombek, 1998; Johnson, 1994). 

Based on the results of the analysis, no statistical differences could be found in how often 

Mississippi teachers selected activities based upon their pedagogical training.  Inspection of the 

mean estimates did not provide any discernable pattern or increase or decrease based on number 

of course hours in general education coursework. These results do not support previous research 

that found that teacher behaviors are more closely associated with pedagogical training (Darling-
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Hammond, Berry, & Thoreson, 2001; Grossman, 1990; Ridley, Hurwitz, Hackett & Miller, 

2005).   

The results of this research seem to indicate that teachers’ ability to implement the 

Mississippi Foreign Language Curriculum Framework (2000) is more closely related to increased 

levels of subject-area knowledge than to pedagogical training.  The results of this survey seem to 

indicate foreign language teaching is similar to teaching mathematics and science; they are 

technical fields that require greater subject-area knowledge than other areas  (Chaney, 1995; 

Goldhaber & Anthony, 2003a).  While the value of pedagogical study is not in question, the data 

suggest that teachers need higher proficiency in language and cultural knowledge in order to 

implement a variety of activities that comprise a foreign language course. 

According to the Mississippi Department of Education (MDE), there is currently a 

tremendous shortage of licensed foreign language teachers in Mississippi. To fill this need, MDE 

has implemented several programs allowing prospective teachers to enter the classroom with a 

wide variety of educational backgrounds. University teacher programs and alternate routes to 

certification need to stress course work / proficiency in the target language.   The evidence 

supplied by this current study suggests that among the teachers surveyed, those who had spent 

more time in language study were better equipped to implement the current state curriculum. 

The findings from the present study are limited.  The validity of the survey instrument 

with the reduction of the survey items has not been tested through the use of confirmatory factor 

analysis.  The sample collected was quite small, and other contributing variables to teacher 

quality, such as experience, and continued professional development could not be included. 

Also, frequency of implementation of survey items was self-reported.  Finally, hours in course 

work does not necessarily accurately reflect teacher proficiency and knowledge in either foreign 

languages or education. 

There are several recommendations for further research in the area of the effect of teacher 

variables on foreign language instruction.  Another study should be conducted with a larger 

sample size that would allow for the inclusion of variables omitted in this study.  Research 

should be conducted to directly link the implementation of the Mississippi Foreign Language 

Curriculum Framework (2000) with student achievement.  Research should also be conducted 

using other measures of teacher quality than those included in this study. 

In short, today’s foreign language teachers must be prepared to implement a variety of 

activities and instructional techniques based upon National Standards and state-mandated 

curriculum frameworks.  A solid foundation in the target language is one of the greatest tools a 
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teacher can take into the classroom.  University programs and stage agencies responsible for 

teacher licensure need to ensure that language study remains the key component in any foreign 

language teacher education program.   
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Appendix 

 
Foreign Language Instructional Choices Survey 
Part 1:  Please indicate how often you feel you do the following activities within a major unit of 

study. 

1—Never 2—Rarely 3—Sometimes  4—Often 5—Always 

1.  I conduct my classes in the target language. 1 2 3 4 5 

2.  I show films related to the target language/culture. 1 2 3 4 5 

3.  I present authentic works of literature (i.e. entire works, excerpts, abridged works, 

simplified works) in class. 

1 2 3 4 5 

4.  I explicitly discuss the relationships of words in a sentence. 1 2 3 4 5 

5.  Students do dialogues in the target language. 1 2 3 4 5 

6.  My classes discuss/observe holidays in the target culture whenever possible. 1 2 3 4 5 

7.  I present stories, fairy tales, proverbs, anecdotes, and/or jokes in the target 

language. 

1 2 3 4 5 

8.  My students listen/sing songs from the target culture. 1 2 3 4 5 

9.  My students give presentations (oral or written) in the target language. 1 2 3 4 5 

10.  I do activities where students can recognize differences between the phonetic 

systems of the target language and native language. 

1 2 3 4 5 

11.  I present examples of the fine arts (i.e. paintings, music, dance) from the target 

culture. 

1 2 3 4 5 

12.  Students obtain information that is typically studied in other subject areas (i.e. 

math problems, weather, geography, biographies, history). 

1 2 3 4 5 

13.  My students play games using the target language. 1 2 3 4 4 

14.  I make comparisons between vocabulary and idiomatic expressions in English 

and the target language. 

1 2 3 4 5 

15.  Students ask/answer questions about a variety of topics (i.e. school, family, 

hobbies, likes, dislikes, etc.) 

1 2 3 4 5 

 

 

Part 2:  Demographic Information.  Please complete your appropriate demographic profile. 

 

16.   What language(s) do you teach? 

17.   In the language you teach, how many hours of college course work have you 

completed?  (If you teach more than one language, describe the one you have the 

most experience in.) 

18.   Are you a native speaker of the language you teach? 
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19.   Have you spent more than 4 weeks in another country/community where the target 

language is spoken? 

20.   How many hours of college course work have you completed specifically in foreign 

language methodology and/or pedagogy? 

21.   How many hours of college course work have you completed in general education? 

22.   How many years have you taught a foreign language? 

23.   Are you an active member of any professional organizations specifically for foreign 

language professionals/educators? 

24.   Have you completed any professional development workshops dealing with how to 

implement the MS Foreign Language Curriculum Framework? 

25.   Did you complete a period of student teaching or another type of mentoring 

program under another foreign language teacher? 

26.   In your opinion, and considering the above statements, what educational and/or 

professional experience(s) have made the greatest impact on you as a foreign 

language teacher? 
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The Professional Development of Teachers  
of Heritage Language Learners: A Matrix 

Olga E. Kagan, University of California at Los Angeles 
Kathleen E. Dillon, University of California  

Consortium for Language Learning and Teaching, UC Davis 

 “The linguistic and cultural makeup of our nation and the need for America’s [students] 

to have ‘communicative competence’ in their own as well as others’ languages provide the most 

cogent argument for taking a new look at second language education” (Tedick & Walker, 1994, 

p. 300).  

According to the American Community Survey 2005-2008, 20% of the U.S. 

population speaks a language other than English at home. Many teachers who 

were educated as teachers of foreign languages thus find themselves teaching 

languages that are not at all foreign to their students. The terms ‘heritage 

language’ (HL) and ‘heritage language learner’ (HLL) were coined and have 

become mainstream over the past ten years, but teachers continue to struggle to 

find successful approaches to teaching HLLs. A pressing need to prepare foreign 

language teachers to teach heritage languages is broadly acknowledged in the 

profession. This article presents a series of steps that could be included in teacher 

preparation courses and programs to better equip future teachers for the 

contemporary foreign language classroom. These steps constitute a matrix that 

derives from knowledge and understanding of the heritage language community 

and heritage learner characteristics, including students’ sense of identity and 

language specific linguistic features.   

 

Introduction: Why Heritage Language Instructors Need Special 
Preparation 

The heritage subfield of second language acquisition developed in foreign language 

programs in the U.S. beginning in the early 1990’s when, because of the rapidly changing 

demographic composition of the country,
1
  students whose home language is not English began 

to enter college foreign language departments in large numbers. Language teaching faculty 

reacted with dismay for the most part, finding that these students did not have the same needs or 

learning objectives as the traditional foreign language students who are learning a second 

language (L2). Faculty drew different but mainly negative conclusions that the “heritage” 

students already knew the language and therefore had no place in their classes, or that they were 

enrolled in the classes solely to get an “A” grade or to place out of a language requirement.
2
 All of 
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these perceptions contributed to the same conclusion in the eyes of the instructor: the heritage 

students were disruptive and an obstacle to learning for L2 students and therefore had no place 

in their programs. Over time, instructors did begin to pay serious attention to heritage language 

learners (HLLs) and to search for effective pedagogical approaches; however, they usually 

focused on the deficits in HLLs’ linguistic knowledge. More recently, we have been emphasizing 

the assets that HLLs bring to the learning experience. One of the fundamentals of preparing 

teachers of heritage languages (HLs) is to inculcate positive attitudes.  

Lee and Oxelson (2006) discuss how teacher preparation and awareness may be the key 

elements in determining the quality of language teaching and also are crucial factors in the 

teachers’ attitudes to heritage language speaking students. The researchers found that 

BCLAD/ESL teachers (The Bilingual, Crosscultural Language and Academic Development 

(BCLAD) Certificate, required for credentialing of foreign language and ESL teachers in 

California) who were prepared for dealing with HLLs were more positive toward HL 

maintenance, whereas non-BCLAD/ESL teachers did not feel it was their job to help students 

maintain their home languages. The authors conclude that “…positive attitudes toward 

bilingualism and heritage languages” (p. 466)  may depend on teacher preparation.   

Spanish is by far the most widely spoken language other than English in the United 

States, according to the U.S. Census Bureau (2007).
3
  It is therefore not surprising that Spanish 

departments were the first responders to the “heritage challenge,” and they began to open 

sections of “Spanish for Native Speakers.” The pioneers in heritage language research also came 

from Spanish.  Scholars like Guadalupe Valdés, who formulated the original definition of the 

heritage speaker, were the first to conduct and publish research on the heritage phenomenon 

and to author heritage language textbooks. Over the course of about 15 years, instructors and 

programs in Chinese, Russian, Filipino, Vietnamese, and other languages also began to develop 

materials aimed specifically at HLLs. Nevertheless, it is still true today as it was in 2001 that 

“[f]ew teacher preparation programs include training in heritage language issues, and those that 

do find little to guide them in the development of instructional methods and curricula” 

(Schwartz, 2001, p. 229).  The positive current development is that the need for heritage 

language instruction is now acknowledged by educators and government agencies, as witnessed 

by the funding of the new National Heritage Language Resource Center (NHLRC)
4
 dedicated to 

expanding research in the field so that instructor training and materials development will reflect 

a deeper understanding of how the HLLs and L2 learners differ.  
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Foreign language teachers are trained and experienced in instructing L2 learners. As 

language programs expand their curricula to accommodate heritage speakers, dedicated teachers 

struggle to meet these students’ needs. Meeting this challenge requires the development of 

approaches that are sometimes counterintuitive to current practitioners’ training and experience 

with L2 students.  Therefore, professional development for the new generation of foreign 

language teachers, as well as for the experienced ones, should include an emphasis on heritage 

language teaching as standard practice.  

Certainly teachers of languages that attract large numbers of HLLs are in urgent need of 

training in how to teach these students, either separately or in mixed classes. If teacher educators 

focus exclusively on non-heritage students, they are handicapping the teachers as well as the 

students, given the demographic reality that brings HLLs to foreign language classrooms.   A key 

component of a teacher training program ought to be the incorporation of “reflective practices” 

(Geyer, 2008) of self-observation in the classroom. Teacher educators need to ensure that 

trainees reflect on the nature of the heritage learner as well as the nature of heritage language 

learning. Understanding the difference between heritage and non-heritage learners’ needs is of 

paramount importance in educating foreign language teachers.  To that end, we have developed 

the matrix presented in this paper to serve as a guideline for those who are starting to prepare or 

re-tool instructors to teach HLLs. 

 

The Proposed Matrix  
Foundations and Rationale: Learner Characteristics 

Our matrix is based on the research that has been conducted thus far on HLLs (e.g., 

Brinton, Kagan, & Bauckus, 2008; Kondo-Brown, 2006; Peyton, Ranard, & McGinnis, 2001; 

Potowski, 2002; Roca & Colombi, 2003; Webb & Miller, 2000; Heritage Language Journal, 2003-

2008) and on our experience in offering heritage teacher training workshops during which 

participants from various languages posed the questions of greatest concern to them (see 

Appendix and Endnote 4). Also informing our recommendations are the early results of a large-

scale, online national survey of post-secondary HLLs currently being conducted by the NHLRC 

(National Heritage Language Resource Center, 2009).  

The purpose of the online survey is to gather information about HLLs’ backgrounds, 

attitudes, and goals in studying their heritage language so as to better inform the NHLRC‘s efforts 

in HL curricular design, production of HL materials, and professional development projects. As 

of December 2008, more than 1,700 HLLs have participated in the survey.    
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Polinsky and Kagan (2007) suggest that HLLs can be assigned to one of two categories:  

broad definition and narrow definition. Broad definition refers to the HLLs’ emotional attachment to 

the language and culture as a connection to their family background and history.  Narrow 

definition describes those who have actual proficiency in the language.  Both groups have a 

familial tie to the language.  However, for the purposes of teacher preparation, in this paper we 

are primarily concerned with the narrow definition of  HLLs while also retaining  awareness of the 

significance of “emotional attachment.”  The survey referred to in this paper was administered to 

narrow definition HLLs, who are the speakers of immigrant languages (Fishman, 2001).  

One of the most significant factors affecting narrow definition HLLs’ language proficiency 

is the age at which they start their education in the majority language. The figure below shows 

that HL use declines sharply when children enter kindergarten.  

 

Figure 1: NHLRC Survey: Language Use by HLLs in Relation to Age 

 

 

 

Figure 2 below demonstrates that HLLs are well aware of the strengths and limitations of 

their proficiencies in the home language. Few of them regard their reading and writing, or even 

speaking abilities as native-like, and a high percentage of respondents assess their listening 
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comprehension as the most developed skill. Instructors who teach HLLs generally concur with 

these perceptions.   

 

Figure 2:  Self-Assessment: Listening, Speaking, Reading, Writing. 

 

 

 

Our proposed matrix derives from this basic understanding about the different starting 

points. Whether at minimum or high levels of competence, HLLs in our classes are building on 

some knowledge of the target language and culture (American Council on the Teaching of 

Foreign Languages (ACTFL, 2006). Studies for several different languages (e.g., those mentioned 

in Endnote 4) indicate that even HLLs without literacy have speaking proficiencies between 

Intermediate-Low and Advanced on the ACTFL scale (Kagan & Friedman, 2004; Sohn & Shin, 

2007).  Classroom experience and students’ self-evaluations indicate that listening 

comprehension ability is generally higher.  This is easily explained by the substantial meaningful 

input that HLLs receive from home and community as well by the amount of their language 

output up to at least the age of five.   The role of the community also explains why HLLs’ 

motivation for taking a course in the language may also be significantly different from the L2 

learners’.  
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Figure 3:  HLLs’ Motivation for Studying the Home Language  

 
 

As Figure 3 indicates, HLLs are primarily motivated to acquire and improve their 

language skills by a desire to learn about their cultural and linguistic roots and to strengthen 

their connections to their families and communities in the United States. Awareness of all these 

factors must inform the design of a syllabus for a HL class or for a combined HLL and L2 group. 

As part of the preparation process, we suggest that teachers explore approaches that will raise the 

students’ awareness of their implicit knowledge and its value and then work toward making that 

knowledge explicit. One of the fundamentals of preparing teachers of HLs is to inculcate positive 

attitudes a) in the instructor toward the heritage students, communities, and cultures and b) in 

the HLLs toward their baseline proficiencies and toward their language and culture, as they are 

encountered in both the home country and in the diasporas.  

To be successful in motivating HLLs and in maximizing their chances to increase their 

proficiency, the instructor needs to be sensitive to the heritage communities and the cultures that 

are embedded in them. Another factor that must inform a heritage curriculum is awareness of 

the fact that HL preservation is of great importance and benefit to the heritage community.  

Members of heritage communities are stakeholders in the enterprise and can become supporters 

of and participants in it. It is difficult to disagree with Lynch (2008, p. 332) who writes that “HL 
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programs will not survive without the understanding and support of the HL community.”  Lynch 

also outlines ways to include the community when designing a program for HLLs (pp. 329-331). 

 

Step 1.  Building on the Knowledge of the Heritage Learner  
The first step in the teacher preparation process is to examine the research. It is essential 

for HL instructors to know what has been written about heritage speakers in general and what 

language-specific studies have revealed that can inform the structure of a course syllabus.  

Richards (1990) discusses needs analysis in teacher preparation, his first question being 

“Who are the learners?” (p. 2). The more the instructor knows about the group and the 

individuals that comprise it, the more connected and successful the teaching will be.  This is 

especially true in HL teaching, where the affective factor has an even stronger impact (see Figure 

3 on HLLs’ motivations above). 

The survey of the narrow definition HLLs indicates that the learners want to learn or 

relearn the home language because they want to know about their “cultural and linguistic roots” 

or because they want to be able to communicate better with their family members (Figure 3).  

Their families (98% according to the survey) also overwhelmingly want them to maintain their 

home language.  The survey provides evidence (see Figure 4 below) that HLLs express mainly 

positive feelings toward their heritage language. One may argue that these students are enrolled 

in HL classes and are thus a self-selected group. This may be true, but our matrix is intended for 

teachers of just such students and for teacher educators whose job it is to train language teachers. 
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Figure 4:  HLLs’ Attitudes to Their Home Language 

 

 

 

The majority shares the viewpoint that “it is a valuable skill” and “a necessary skill” and 

finds the language “useful.” 

 

Step 2. Building on Knowledge of Community   
HLLs are situated not only in their families but also in their communities. Demographics 

as well as the history of immigration must be taken into account in order to meet HLLs’ needs.  

Thus, the notion of the learner-centered classroom and curriculum acquires a special meaning. 

Patrikis (2007) suggests that instructors need to have a strong background not only in the 

language but also in the target culture. 

The culture of communities speaking a minority language is a culture in contact, and the 

language spoken by immigrant communities is a language in contact. The baseline of both is 

different from the monolingual ‘national’ culture that we tend to consider the target culture. A 

heritage language instructor needs to be familiar not only with the history and culture of the 

language in its primary locus, but also with history of immigration and the community’s 

sociopolitical preferences and idiosyncrasies. One of the fundamentals of a successful heritage 
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language program is that teachers know the heritage community and culture as well as they 

know the culture from the target country. As Wiley, de Klerk, Li, Liu, Teng, and Yang (2008) 

explain in their examination of Chinese HLLs, “it is necessary to understand the notion of 

heritage language among Chinese, first among their home region settings, and secondly within 

the United States… instruction efforts may be ignoring the subtleties of language varieties, usage, 

and attitudes that exist in the home region” (p. 72). In her survey of Vietnamese instruction in 

the United States, Lam (2006) notes that instructors primarily teach the North Vietnamese 

dialect while the majority of the students come from South Vietnamese families. The conflict is 

not purely linguistic, as it also reflects Vietnamese history. Instructors who insist on teaching the 

northern dialect without regard for their students’ backgrounds understandably have 

encountered resistance from students and particularly their families.   

A community-based curriculum might include students interviewing family and 

community members, recording oral histories, researching the history of the country, and the 

history of immigration.  To ensure that heritage language curricula are learner-centered and 

community-based, a successful protocol for preparing instructors of HLLs should include 

instruction on how to collect and assess (1) local demographic data, and (2) biographical-

linguistic data that include information about place of origin, age at immigration, language/s or 

dialect/s spoken at home, and prior study of the HL. This knowledge will inform the content of 

the curriculum and the level of instruction. (The NHLRC website provides some information 

about the use of demographic tools in teaching.)  

 

Step 3. Building on Prior Knowledge: Assessing the Heritage Learner’s Starting 
Point  

Placing learners into a language course based on a placement examination is a standard 

procedure in foreign language departments. The tests typically consist of discrete grammatical 

items that can be supplemented by an essay. Placing HLLs in language courses presents 

difficulties if the department only offers this type of test.  HLLs may have no literacy and are thus 

unable to take the written test.  If they have literacy, it is not textbook-based like the literacy of 

the L2 learners. The same can be said about HLLs’ other competencies.  It is critical that 

instructors be taught to measure HLLs’ proficiencies in ways different from assessing L2 learners. 

Since HLLs’ background knowledge is more heterogeneous because it typically depends on 

family background, naturalistic language input, attendance in community schools, and frequency 

of travel to the country, among other factors, a one-test-fits-all is not likely to be appropriate. 
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Instructors need to be trained in general assessment techniques (e.g., administering 

questionnaires) and more global assessments such as Oral Proficiency Interview-like procedures 

(ACTFL, 1999), that take HLLs’ specific abilities into consideration.   

For the placement test, a three component instrument can be used (Polinsky & Kagan, 

2007).  It consists of a short lingua-biographical questionnaire, a written test (if the students are 

literate), and a short interview for HLLs without literacy.  The questionnaire provides 

information about place of birth, age of immigration, and language use in the home. If the 

instructor is not familiar with the community and pathways of HLLs’ language acquisition and 

attrition, this information would not be of use. There are ways to ‘assign’ heritage learners to 

proficiency groups (Kagan, 2005; Kagan & Dillon, 2001; Kwon & Polinsky, 2005; Valdés, 

2001). This can only be accomplished if the instructor already has access to language-specific 

data on HLLs.  

Instructors should also be taught to do error and needs analysis and have a general idea 

of what kinds of proficiencies and deficiencies can be expected in the HLL populations. In order 

to facilitate this process, it would be helpful for researchers (and instructors as well) to catalogue 

typical areas of HL difficulties in a particular language that are the result of incomplete 

acquisition. Some research has been done and can be used to create such lists (for Russian, see 

Andrews, 1998; Bermel & Kagan, 2000; Polinsky, 2000; for Spanish, see Montrul, 2004; Roca, 

2000; for Korean, see Kim, 2006; for Japanese, see Kanno, Hasegawa, Ikeda, Ito, & Long, 2008). 

Over the course of HL professional development it would also be useful for teachers to learn how 

to analyze both spoken and written samples of HLs and create lists of areas that need 

improvement. The best approach may be to start with more global areas of difficulties such as 

gender in Russian (Polinsky, 2008) or register in Korean (Kwon & Polinsky, 2005), then move 

to morphology and syntax.   

 

Step 4.  Building on Students’ Interests and Proficiencies  
Preparing teachers to work with HLLs involves explaining the rationale for an approach 

that may seem counter-intuitive for teachers of foreign languages. HLLs possess global but 

imperfect and incomplete knowledge of the language.  Many of them sound (almost) like native 

speakers, and they can produce natural sounding chunks of speech, including word order and 

tones (Shuhan Wang, personal communication August 27, 2007), but the language disintegrates 

at the level of lexicon and pragmatics. HLLs typically do not have a repertoire of lexical items for 

many domains, and their lexical retrieval is slow. By giving HLLs resources to improve their 
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overall performance, instructors encourage them to speak more as they gain confidence, which 

in turn leads to increased input and output and thus more successful and advanced interaction 

(Swain & Lapkin, 1995).  If a course is focused on correcting errors of morphology or spelling 

only rather than developing the learner’s global proficiencies, it may not produce the desired 

effect since learners would be more aware of their deficits than their assets.   

HLLs of all languages surveyed thus far concur that their greatest need is vocabulary 

development (Table 1). This collective realization indicates an approach that would stress skill 

development rather than error eradication. While attention does need to be paid to accuracy, 

constant error correction is not the most efficient way to address HLLs’ needs.   

 

Table 1: Respondents’ Goals for Skills Improvement in HL Classes, on Scale of 1 (Least 
Important) to 5 (Most Important) 

 One Two Three Four Five 

Improve speaking 121 85 144 232 1030 

Improve listening 126 113 210 292 868 

Improve reading 120 63 143 283 1000 

Improve writing 108 53 133 245 1070 

Improve grammatical accuracy 109 56 167 287 990 

Increase vocabulary 111 44 101 240 1109 

 
Note: Not all 1,701 survey respondents answered this question, and total respondents may not 

have chosen all six skills listed.   
 
HLLs’ self-expressed goals for HL classes. Respondents were asked how important it was for them to 
accomplish the following goals in their HL class using the scale from 1 to 5 (1 being the least important, 
and 5 being the most important).  

 

Figure 5 indicates that HLLs want to read literature which would  certainly lead to the 

vocabulary growth that the learners are seeking.  
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Figure 5:  HLLs’ Responses to the Questions About What They Would Want to Read in Their  
HL Class 

 
 

It should be noted, however, that the purpose of incorporating reading in a HL 

curriculum is not to engage in literary analysis. Instead, the goal is for the HLLs to understand 

the history and cultural tradition of both the country of origin  and the local community.   

Judging from previous experience in HL courses, in planning the reading syllabus, it is 

helpful to realize that because of their prior exposure to the language, HLLs’ path from acquiring 

literacy to reading large texts is considerably shorter than what is a typical path of L2 students.  

 

Step 5. Building on Global approaches: Macro Approaches to Teaching HLLs 
Students indicate in the survey that the most common activities they conduct in their HL 

are speaking on the phone, watching TV, and watching movies.   

 

0 200 400 600 800 1000 1200 

Religious Literature 

Newsletters 

Letters/email 

Web Pages 

Plays 

Non-Fiction 

Comic Books 

Poetry 

Newspaper Stories 

Magazine Stories 

Novels/Short Stories 

What would you like to read in your HL classes? 

` 

© 2015, Regents of the University of Minnesota. Permission to reprint must be sought from the CARLA office. For information see: www.carla.umn.edu. Originally published as: 
Anderson, M. & Lazaraton, A. (Eds.). (2009). Bridging Contexts, Making Connections: Selected Papers from the Fifth International Conference on Language Teacher Education. 

Minneapolis: University of Minnesota, The Center for Advanced Research on Language Acquisition. Retrieved from www.carla.umn.edu/resources/working-papers/



Bridging Contexts, Making Connections 167 

 

Figure 6:  Tasks that HLLs Perform in the Heritage Language Outside of Class 

 

 

The challenge for HL instructors is to translate those activities that are part of HLLs’ 

everyday life at home and in the community into pedagogically sound and motivating tasks, a 

pedagogical activity that is seemingly unconcerned with the correct use of language as long as 

the non-linguistic ‘real-life’ goal has been successfully reached by the learner  (Lee, 2001; Nunan, 

1989).  Preparing HL instructors, therefore, requires training in task-based approaches stemming 

from what HLLs do in real life outside of class.  These tasks should serve to expand students’ 

registers and awareness of interactions in the émigré community and in the home country.   

Existing curricula can also be refocused and supplemented to create HL courses that are 

content-based.  In their introduction to the volume on content-based instruction, Stryker and 

Leaver (1997, p. 3) comment that content-based instruction (CBI) “is a truly holistic and global 

approach to foreign language education.” Because of the HLLs’ initial top-down/macro 

proficiencies, as well as their motivations, the global approach of content based instruction is 

ideal for HLLs. HL teacher training must also offer guidance in selecting and using authentic 

materials as the basis for HLLs to increase their proficiencies. The survey highlights the kind of 

print materials that HLLs are motivated to work with (Figure 5).  
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Because their language is family based, and because for some students there are also 

strong connections to an entire heritage community, experiential learning is another approach 

that HLLs may benefit from. For language-in-community experiences to have strong learning 

outcomes, instructors need to explore how to make them meaningful and natural both for the 

students and the community members. Well- planned projects can be powerful tools for the 

students to authenticate their heritage identity.  Ideally, a heritage curriculum would create a 

need for students to use the HL outside the home and classroom (Beaudrie & Ducar 2005; 

Weger-Guntharp, 2006). 

All of these approaches, task-based, content-based, and experiential, complement each 

other. They are top-down (Celce-Murcia & Olshtain, 2000), or macro approaches (Kagan & 

Dillon, 2004, 2006) that best fit HLLs’ language profiles.  

 

Teaching Mixed Classes   
In this paper we argue in favor of providing separate classes for HLLs based on their 

initial proficiencies.  We are mindful, however, of the fact that whenever the subject of separate 

HL classes is raised, language teachers typically want to shift the focus of discussion to strategies 

for offering instruction in mixed classes.  Sometimes these shifts of attention away from separate 

classes arise out of misunderstanding of the differences between heritage and non-heritage 

learners, but more often they are prompted by funding and other administrative realities.  We 

can work toward correcting misunderstandings, but there is little hope for overcoming the 

economic obstacles to providing special classes for HLLs.  If only one language class can be 

offered, what approaches would make the best of the situation?   Differentiated instruction 

provides a partial answer (Carreira, 2007; Tomlinson, 2003).  Following this model, instructors 

would manage to address the different needs of both kinds of students in the same classroom.   

Instructors using the differentiated learning approach are in need of a toolbox of classroom 

management techniques that allow the students to progress at their own pace towards higher 

levels of proficiency.  Juggling a class meeting to address the needs of each student is a 

challenging task, but it can be achieved if there is no possibility of providing separate instruction 

for HLLs.    

With differentiated learning in a mixed classroom, portfolios may be an appropriate 

assessment instrument. But portfolios make grading difficult, so many instructors would feel a 

need for more traditional teaching even if they used portfolios.  Teacher educators need to work 

on developing different ways of assessing HLLs.  
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Assessment 
What kind of testing is appropriate for HLLs?  We have already discussed placement tests 

that incorporate biographical information and oral interviews.   Achievement tests need to focus 

on those areas that present the greatest difficulties for HLLs and correspondingly show the 

greatest gains.  Vocabulary development is of paramount importance for HLLs of all languages.  

Teacher educators need to focus on ways to test vocabulary acquisition.  Oral testing that is 

typical of communicative approaches also presents a challenge for teachers.  Heritage speakers’ 

fluidity of oral expression is not acquired in the classroom.  How then should it be graded?  The 

NHLRC is funding a project with ACTFL to create additional guidelines for testing oral 

proficiency of heritage language speakers.  Once such guidelines have been developed, they will 

help determine ways to test oral competency of HLLs in order to assess their ability and track 

their progress more accurately.   

 

Conclusion 
Preparation of instructors of heritage languages must be based on an understanding of 

the differences between L2 learners and HLLs, the HLLs’ assets, and knowledge and respect for 

the communities these learners come from.  The matrix that we present in this paper can serve as 

a curriculum framework for teacher preparation programs.  To recap the main foci of the matrix, 

teachers of HLLs should know the learner (Step 1), and the community (Step 2).  They should 

know how to assess HLLs’ initial proficiencies and how to build on these proficiencies (Steps 3 

and 4), and finally how to use macro-approaches to teaching (Step 5). 

We conclude our proposed matrix for training heritage language educators by identifying 

several areas that remain under investigation and await an infusion from current and future 

research projects. At this time we can offer no prescriptions for heritage learner assessment. 

Although we are convinced that some study abroad or in-country experience should be part of a 

heritage language program, at this time there are no model programs to be imitated, and there is 

no body of evidence pointing to what makes such experiences successful. We also did not 

include any templates for actually teaching a heritage language class. There is no “one size fits 

all” approach to teaching a multiplicity of languages, cultures, and immigration histories. Future 

research by socio- and psycholinguists and neurobiologists may reveal more about the brain’s 

response to language learning and relearning experiences and provide evidence of the ways 

heritage language learners process linguistic input. Our matrix is just a starting point for 
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equipping a new cohort of language teachers for the new generation of language learners who are 

rich in heritage and potential.    
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Notes 
1 Ten languages most frequently spoken at home, the 1990, 2000 Censuses  
and 2007 Community Estimate: A Comparison 

Language 1990 2000 2007 

Spanish 17,356,952 28,077,853 34,547,077 

Chinese 1,294,754 2,001,948 2,464,572 

Tagalog 825,391 1,238,232 1,480,429 

French 1,905,766 2,085,172 1,355,805 

Vietnamese 521,053 1,019,889 1,207,004 

German 1,556,150 1,366,470 1,104,354 

Korean 633,078 882,875 1,062,337 

Russian 243,904 704,697 851,174 

Italian 1,311,820 993,068 798,801 

Polish 713,759 681,424 638,059 

Total 26,362,627 39,051,628 45,509,612 

 

Note: Languages are listed in descending order of speakers based on 1990 Census figures. French 

includes French Creole and Cajun. Spanish includes Ladino. Chinese includes Min, Hakka, Kan 

(Hsiang), Cantonese, Toishan, Mandarin, Fuchow, Formosan, Fukien, Hokkien, Min Nan, and 

Taiwanese. 

 

2
 One of our early workshops, The 2002 Heritage Language Institute, held directed discussions 

that resulted in the adoption of guidelines across UC campuses, which are available on line (UC 

Committee on Heritage Language Guidelines, 2002).  

 

3
 Approximately 33 million U.S. residents speak Spanish or Spanish Creole at home; the next 

most frequently spoken language is Chinese, at 2.43 million.  

 

4
 The National Heritage Language Resource Center (NHLRC) funded by the U.S. Department of 

Education in 2006 is a joint project of UCLA and the UC Language Consortium at UC Davis.  Its 

mission is to propagate the research base for the teaching of heritage languages, develop 

materials and curricula, and promote preparation of foreign language teachers to teach heritage 

language learners.  
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Appendix 
Selected questions asked by instructors of heritage languages at the First Heritage 

Language Research Institute, July 29-August 2, 2007, UC Davis; and the Second Heritage 

Language Research Institute, June 23-27, Harvard.  For a complete list of questions see 

http://www.nhlrc.ucla.edu. 

 

1.  How can we assess HLLs’ achievements in learning their heritage language? 

 

2.  How many levels of HLLs are there? 

 

3.  How much should be assumed HLLs know when they come to class? 

 

4.  What kind of vocabulary did they pick up at home? What is missing? 

 

5.  How do we decide what to teach in an HL class and what to include in a textbook? 

 

6.  How are we to teach HLLs of different dialects of the same language? 

 

7.  How do we teach HLLs with different motivations, such as those who want to 

know more about their culture versus those who want to use their languages in a 

career? 

 

8.  Why do some people of a certain heritage choose to study the language when they 

go to college and have this opportunity, and others do not?  

 

9.  How do we negotiate for the needs for heritage language learners, such as specific 

classrooms and curricula, given the enrollment demands and economics of the 

university bureaucracy and budget? 

 

10.  How can one teach mixed classes of HLLs and L2 learners? 
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