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A teacher affects eternity; he can never tell where his influence stops. 
Henry Brooks Adams 1838-191 American man of letters 

 
Introduction 
The way that second languages are taught today has been influenced by theories of language 
learning and research that focus heavily on the language student (Anderson, Greeno, Reder  
and Simon 2000, Geddes and Stutridge 1997). Language teachers however, like other teachers, 
also embody values, attitudes and ways of being and thinking that influence what goes on in 
the classroom. This obviously raises questions about how these ways of being and thinking 
influence the students. In mainstream educational research, teachers’ perceptions of their 
teaching roles, along with their beliefs regarding teaching and learning, are considered 
particularly powerful and have been found to have a strong impact on student success. In this 
paper the term perception refers to a single meaning or idea that is based on intuition, feeling 
or a brief experience. The terms conception  and belief refer to more developed ideas or 
opinions that result from reflection or experience and which are thought to be true. 
 
Much of the past research into L2 classrooms has focused on what teachers do in the classroom 
(teaching methodologies) rather than investigating the conceptions behind particular teaching 
approaches. This lack of inquiry into the relations between teacher beliefs and actual teaching practices 
seems to suggest a dualistic view. Unlike the prominence and effort that has gone into understanding the 
relations between L2 learner conceptions and their approaches to learning, L2 teacher conceptions are 
somehow regarded as separate from teaching approaches. 
 
Teacher conceptions:  other areas 
When teachers reflect back on their own learning experiences, it is apparent that a teacher’s influence 
reaches beyond the content of a particular lesson. Almost a century ago, Henry Adams (see the quote at 
the beginning of the paper) clearly emphasised the powerful impact which teachers’ beliefs have on 
learners. In mainstream educational research these beliefs have been a focus for over twenty-five years. 
Over the last decade, research on teaching and learning, particularly within higher educational 
institutions, has provided empirical evidence that teacher beliefs influence not only how they approach 
their teaching but how students approach learning (Altrichter, Posch and Somekh 1993, Patrick 2000, 
Prosser, Trigwell and Taylor 1994). While well established in other areas, research into the relations 
between teacher beliefs and practices is a relatively new focus of inquiry in the field of language 
teaching. 
  
Teacher conceptions: L2 research 
It has only been within the past decade that calls have surfaced for a better understanding of teacher 
conceptions and their relations to practice (Korthagen and Kessels 1999). A recent review of published 
research into teacher cognition in language teaching lists only 64 studies since 1976 with 47 of these 
appearing since 1996 (Borg 2003). Much of the classroom research into the relations between L2 
teacher beliefs and practices has been criticised for its continued focus on teacher perceptions of issues 
such as class size, student ability, course design and curriculum pressures as a way of identifying factors 
that may hinder the implementation of various teaching practices, rather than viewing these perceptions 
as factors in themselves (Archer 2000)  
 
A good deal of what we have learned about L2 teachers’ mental lives has come about through the 
publication of individual teacher reflections of their own learning and teaching (Altrichter, Posch and 
Somekh1993). These particularised reports have provided valuable insights into the lives of teachers 
and have helped to place teacher beliefs on the agenda of language teaching research. To apply this 
knowledge we need to understand the relations between these concepts and L2 teaching and learning. 
Findings from other areas show that this can be achieved by exploring the patterns of beliefs held 
collectively across similar contexts. 
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ESL teacher conceptions: current interest 
Current interest is driven by the urgency expressed by a number of countries with rapidly growing 
immigrant populations for this information eg: USA, Australia and Canada. It has been suggested that in 
order to develop successful teacher training programs, it is paramount that we have an understanding of 
what it is that English as a second language (ESL) teachers know and practise (Canales and Ruiz-
Escalante 2000, Geva-May 1998). 
 
Recently these calls have extended to requests for investigations into the relations between ESL teacher 
conceptions, practice and learning, both in accordance with established mainstream research and in 
recognition of the importance that learner autonomy  and learner independence play in the field. The 
prominence given to supporting learners’ self-regulated learning and the impact this has had on teaching 
practice is evidenced by the self-access time presently allocated by many private language schools and 
tertiary institutions (Woods 1996). In the course of developing learner autonomy the teacher’s role is 
considered to be that of a facilitator, a counsellor and a manager in the learning process (Nunan and 
Lamb 1996). 
 
The evident involvement of teachers in this practice accentuates the need to make more explicit the 
different sets of beliefs teachers hold about the nature of knowledge, the process of learning a second 
language and their role in promoting and supporting student self-directed learning. It is also important to 
consider that learner autonomy does not mean the learner working in isolation, and that interaction with 
others both inside and outside the classroom are important to the process (Benson and Voller 1997, 
Esch 1997). 
 
Interactions inside and outside class 
Concurrent to the growing interest in promoting learner independence is a trend in L2 learning studies 
to view language learning as a group phenomenon rather than an individual process. Central to this 
perspective is the emphasis placed on interactions with others in the second language learning process 
(Lantolf 2000).  Generally, interaction with others could describe a number of communication forms. 
However here it specifically refers to spoken language. In considering the impact of these interactions 
and of social factors on L2 learning, teacher beliefs have started to emerge as highly significant, 
particularly in how they may affect language learner beliefs about themselves and how learners 
approach learning (Larsen-Freeman 2001).  
 
Second language learners believe that their language learning is highly influenced by opportunities to 
interact with members of the target language community. The large numbers of students who choose to 
attend educational institutions in countries where the target language is spoken illustrates this belief. 
Both nationally and internationally researchers claim that L2 learners, at various levels of proficiency 
and at various stages of study, continue to view their successful and unsuccessful learning outcomes as 
related to their interaction experiences outside the classroom (Nesdale, Simkin, Dang, Burke and Fraser 
1995, Polanyi 1995). 
 
In the field of L2 education much effort has been put into developing teaching practices that support the 
interactions of students in the classroom and encourage learning activities outside the classroom. Yet, 
little is known about what teachers perceive and believe about these out-of-class interactions in the 
process of L2 teaching and learning. This gap in our knowledge is highly significant as it is often 
claimed that the ultimate goal of L2 teaching is to increase the learner’s ability to interact successfully 
in the target language in real situations. 
 
Summary of investigative purpose 
Developing a better awareness of what L2 teachers believe, think and do appears to be a logical next 
step for researchers and educators. This is evident when we review what is known about teacher 
conceptions in other areas and when we consider the demand for this type of information in our own 
area of language learning. Recently, research coming out of a variety of theoretical traditions has started 
to seriously explore specific links between how learners engage in interactions and L2 learning itself 
(Mitchell and Myles 1998). If we agree that teachers are active participants in the learning process and 
that teacher cognition relates to practice (Woods 1996), then we also need to understand teacher 
conceptions of these out-of-class interactions.  
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Background to the study and research approach 
As this is a new form of inquiry in the area of ESL teaching and learning, this investigation does not 
build on previous research or conveniently fit into a clear gap identified through reviewing literature on 
language development or out-of-class interactions. Instead, I have attempted to address the issues of 
concern by applying knowledge and methodology developed in other disciplines. Phenomenography has 
been used for over 30 years to describe learning and for more than a decade to develop understanding of 
teaching. This approach is very useful in developing categories that describe the ways in which teachers 
experience teaching and learning in a specific situation. Phenomenography is particularly concerned 
with evaluating the process of the learning/teaching situation and describing what it is that the 
individual understands in a particular event (Marton and Säljö 1976). This method is particularly 
suitable for the research posed in this paper, as these out-of-class interactions are not the designated 
subject of study and thus are explored through how they are experienced in-situ.  
 
It is logical to employ methods well established in other areas in an initial investigation. However, it 
should be stated that previous studies have shown that teacher conceptions of learning and teaching are 
consciously altered in relation to subject area (Trigwell, Prosser and Waterhouse 1999). Therefore, it is 
not possible to simply transfer information on teacher perceptions and beliefs gathered in one subject 
area and assume it will be relevant to another. In general the subject of language is distinct in many 
ways from the teaching and learning of other subjects, owing to its social and communicative nature. 
The teaching and learning of L2 in particular, involves developing cultural knowledge and 
understanding of the target language community, which differentiates it from other subject areas. These 
sociolinguistic properties of L2 teaching and learning suggest that the relations between teacher 
conceptions, teaching approaches and the influence this has on students will also be unique and should 
be investigated as a subject on its own. 
 
Context and participants 
Twenty-eight EAP teachers were interviewed at the National Centre for English Language Teaching and 
Research (NCELTR) at Macquarie University for approximately one hour. All participants were 
volunteers and had current or very recent experiences in teaching students at upper intermediate to 
advanced levels of English. The level of the students and the subject context was pertinent to the 
phenomenographic approach, as previous studies indicate that teacher practices altered with the 
perceived variation in subject area or in the ability of the students at a course level (Prosser and Trigwell 
1999). 
 
Teachers of students at these levels were chosen because it has been shown that learners at lower levels 
of proficiency have enough to do just to maintain communication and lack the ability to focus on their 
own language forms and structures in their out-of-class interactions (Van Patten 1996). Language 
researchers suggest that for learners to perceive, identify and develop strategies to affect change in their 
interactions they must be at a higher level of proficiency (Ellis 1993, Schmidt 1990). The focus of the 
investigation on out-of-class interactions is particularly relevant as learners are more apt to be aware of 
their interactional problems when communicating meaning (Long and Robinson 1998, Pica, Lincoln -
Porter, Paninos and Linnell 1996).  In a well-known study of learners at different levels of proficiency, 
Williams (1999) found that only the students at intermediate to advanced levels of ability were able to 
self-initiate learning repairs in their interactions and thus were more likely to discuss their 
communication difficulties with their teachers. 
 
Data collection and analysis 
It is often claimed that interviewees say what they think the interviewer wants to hear rather than what it 
is they actually think. It is also claimed that what teachers say they do is not always what actually 
happens in the classroom. In acknowledging the validity of these criticisms in this study the process was 
reversed and I specifically asked the participants to tell me about a recent lesson they had taught. Their 
conceptions emerged naturally from their experience of teaching a particular lesson rather than by 
directly asking them what they thought about a particular phenomenon. Using a phenomenographic 
approach teachers were generally encouraged to not just report on how they taught a particular lesson 
but also to reflect on their role and how they saw learning in that particular situation. 
 
The interviews were audio-taped and transcribed verbatim. The transcripts were analyzed as a whole to 
identify the conceptions that existed across the group. The transcripts were then analyzed individually 
and any conceptions clearly described, by the group as a whole or individually, were retained for 
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stability. The conceptions identified showed an increasing grasp of complexity in how these out-of-class 
interactions were experienced. Therefore participant descriptions were further analyzed with a focus on 
these differences in meaning or variations that came through in the individual experiences.   
 
In exploring the variations in how teachers experienced out-of-class interactions in actual teaching 
practice, a range of distinct categories emerged. These categories of description show a pattern of 
conceptual development that exists in a hierarchal form.  These conceptions are described in a range 
from lower-order to higher-order conceptions and include elements, which have been previously 
described as surface or deep approaches to teaching and learning and align with research done in other 
areas (Biggs and Collis 1982,  Marton, Beaty and Dall' Alba 1993,  Prosser, Trigwell and Taylor 1994). 
A range of four distinct categories of conception were described and labeled, from A to D.  
 
Before describing these categories I need to present the following caveats (similar caveats reported by 
Enwistle 2000 ):  
 
• This investigation is still in progress. The categories listed reflect the analysis of 21 out of 28 

transcripts and it is expected that distinctions between categories will be further refine as 
additional interviews are included and further analysis is undertaken.   

• The categories are used to describe the prominence of each conception within a transcript and do 
not describe the individual complexities of the teaching and learning process. It is not intended to 
put a particular teacher into a category. 

• These categories are broad labels and are not intended to describe the complex ways that 
individual teachers teach. 

 
Findings   
Consistencies 
Four consistent conceptions of how the teachers viewed out-of-class interactions (OCIs) in the process 
of learning ESL were evident across the range as a whole: 
 
1 Outside L2 use is perceived to provide beneficial language practice, particularly with native L2 

speakers or classmates with a different L1. 
 
2 OCIs in L2 are viewed as a means of socialization and beneficial in developing learner 

understanding of Australian culture. Friendships or contacts made through OCIs were thought to 
be a good support for learners. 

 
3 Initiating and maintaining OCIs is conceived to be the learners’ responsibility - They must make 

the choice .  
 
4 OCIs are perceived as beneficial to overall individual L2 learning. 
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Variances 
In exploring the ways that the teachers reported experiencing out-of-class interactions in the teaching 
and learning of a particular lesson within the English for Academic Purposes context, two distinct 
diffe rences were highlighted.  
 
1 How teachers viewed the role of out-of-class interactions in the process of learning L2.  
 
2 How teachers viewed their own specific role within the learning process.   
 
Conceptual categories 
In this section I will provide brief descriptions of the conceptual categories. I will also use selections 
from actual transcripts to illustrate the variations and contrast categorical descriptions of learning and 
teaching previously published to demonstrate the development from surface to deep level conceptions of 
teaching and learning.   
 
Category A:  OCIs are viewed as separate and distinct from in-class teaching where the focus is to 

provide information on academic structures.   
 

In this category teachers report that they will sometimes initiate discussions on 
learners’ outside experiences as an ice-breaker to develop rapport between teacher and 
student and student and student. 
In this category in-class discussion of OCIs is initiated by the teacher in a surface 
approach to teaching, termed a teacher focused teacher activity , where the intent is to 
transfer information (Prosser, Trigwell and Taylor 1994). However the object of this 
transference is to build rapport. The OCIs and the in-class discussion of them are 
perceived by the teacher, and possibly by the students, to be unrelated to the subject of 
study. 

 
Interviewee:  I find especially on Monday when I go in I try to elicit from them what they’ve done 

on the weekend and I don’t find them very [PAUSE] cooperative. They don’t seem to 
want to talk about that. They seem to want to get into the work. Why do I do that? 
[PAUSE] Partly because I want to build up a relationship with them, um, that’s a lot of 
it actually. Because I don’t want them just to be a room full of faces and names.  
 

Category B :  It is believed that targeted OCI tasks related to the academic concepts presented and or 
student academic areas can assist students in developing contacts in their field of 
study. Accordingly, some (mandatory) OCI are integrated in course tasks.  

 
Category B is similar to Category A but differed significantly in that there was an 
evident distinction between two types of OCIs, described as either social or academic 
in nature. The academic interactions were related to course tasks that required the 
learners to interact with others in their field of study to complete their in-class 
research project. This distinction appears to relate to practice, as the teachers report 
actively providing advice on initiating and maintaining these specific academic 
contacts but little is mentioned in lessons regarding unassigned OCIs.  

 
Interviewer:  Do you know how much your students interact with native speakers or people 

speaking English outside the classroom?   
 
Interviewee:  Not really. My general understanding is that it’s quite difficult for overseas students at 

Uni, which I guess is the context they are going into, to find friends that aren’t 
overseas students. I do suggest, one girl was saying, ‘Oh I need to know how to ring 
up a real estate agent’ and I said, ‘Well ring one up!’ I think it was a bit beyond her 
at the time, but it was you know it was a case of, you just have to try … I suppose I 
don’t really encourage them to interact outside the classroom. 

 
Interviewee:  Umm what these students come to speak to me about is really difficulties they are 

having with assignments and how to [PAUSE] well essentially tasks or assignments and 
help with materials and concepts. Not so much about social interaction outside.  
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In practice teachers reporting Category A or B conceptions also report that the 
learners themselves were not interested in discussing their own social OCIs and that 
individual advice was rarely requested. In Category B however some in-class 
discussion of mandatory interactions, related to assigned tasks, is integrated and 
encouraged in individual consultations with the teacher, as these are perceived by the 
teacher to be linked to the process of learning the content of the task. This indicates an 
increased complexity in conceptual development. The object of the teaching approach 
is still to transfer information and is termed a teacher-focused student activity 
(Prosser, Trigwell and Taylor 1994).  However the learning is seen to occur when the 
student applies the academic structures presented in class to the assigned outside task 
(Marton, Beaty and Dall'Alba 1993). 

 
Category C:  OCIs are viewed as separate to the academic skills presented.  
 

Category C is similar to Category A and B but unlike the previous categories it is 
believed that learners themselves are motivated to improve their own outside 
interactions and actively seek advice. Teachers report that knowledge of academic 
structures in itself is insufficient and OCIs should be actively encouraged. It is 
believed that through these interactions learners build the confidence they will need to 
function and communicate successfully in future academic environments.   

 
Interviewer:  So when students ask, ‘What’s the one thing I can do to really improve?’ What do you 

say?  
 
Interviewee:  Well I tell them they are here in Australia and they can profit from it. They can listen 

to music, watch TV and listen to the radio. They obviously can and I encourage them 
to meet people who do not speak the same language so that they can communicate in 
English … Several have come to me and asked what they could do in order to get to 
know people. I’ve told them it would be easier if they joined a class here at university 
… I also encourage them to use the safe environment of the classroom and practise 
their language skills with classmates. 

 
Within Category C, teachers often report that learner problems with OCIs are 
discussed in class and that students are also encouraged to share outside experiences 
with the group. 

 
Interviewer:  So they pretty much got the concept and this is the first time you’ve introduced it?  
 
Interviewee:  Yes, but these students, for a time, have worked in jobs related to or have had a 

relationship to… finance. So they know. 
 
 Interviewer:  So the business concepts are not new to them?   
 
Interviewee:  No. Exactly! They can associate their own experiences. 
 

As in the previous categories teachers perceive OCIs to be separate to the subject of 
study. However they are viewed as important to the students’ overall learning and 
thus time is provided in class to practise these skills. An increasing complexity in 
conceptual development is indicated by the teaching approaches adopted when the 
object of study is to acquire the concepts presented. The teacher adopts a teacher- 
focused student activity but the students are also encouraged to develop their own 
concepts outside the classroom with a student-focused student activity  (Prosser, 
Trigwell and Taylor 1994). An increased complexity or deeper approach to learning is 
also indicated with learning described both as applying and understanding the 
material presented, with outside interactions and experiences described as supportive 
to the process (Marton, Beaty and Dall'Alba 1993). 

 
Category D:  OCIs are conceived to be ‘related’ to the academic skill presented. Out-of-class 

interactions and experiences are the context in which students develop and change 
their own conceptions of language skill development and academic structures.  
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Category D is unlike the first three categories and in this Category many describe the 
interactions inside and outside of class as mutually informing. Class discussion was 
centered on problems or experiences students had outside of class or on how the 
academic skills discussed in class could or were utilized in the world outside. 

 
Interviewee:  I always try to emphasise learning outside the classroom … And emphasise the fact 

that if they are not applying it outside the classroom then they are basically never 
going to progress. And try to make them as independent as possible. So encouraging 
them to do things like talk to little old ladies on the bus, basically do anything to enjoy 
learning the language outside of the class. Use English to do things they like doing 
and make it part of their life.   

 
Interviewee: The hardest thing is to work out the real issues in a classroom. If there aren’t any real 

needs what is the point?… I mean you need to find out where the excitement is … The 
excitement of English but it’s the excitement of actually learning and finding out 
things, English is the means [PAUSE] but it’s not only just for English it’s for yourself 
as well.  You’ve got to know who you are, where you come from and what you are 
doing.  

 
 In Category D the teaching/learning of academic structures is viewed as directly 

related to the students’ OCIs and experiences. The teachers see their role as an 
informer with the intent of helping students to link the academic structures to their 
own real world. The classroom was described as a forum where the intent was for 
students to discuss, build upon and change their conceptions. The teaching approaches 
adopted student-focused student activities as those that were most supportive of 
deeper learning (Prosser, Trigwell and Taylor 1994). The conceptions of how learning 
through the use of OCIs and experiences was also more complex than those described 
in the previous categories with learning reported as applying, understanding and 
seeing something in a different way. This conception fits in with previous research 
into deeper approaches to teaching and learning (Biggs and Collis 1982,  Marton, 
Beaty and Dall'Alba 1993) 

 
Discussion 
This paper argues for a better understanding of L2 teacher conceptions and their relations to practice. 
One of the strongest criticisms of current research on L2 teacher beliefs is the lack of patterns amongst 
groups of teachers on which to base future research. The purpose of the investigation discussed in this 
paper is to uncover what Prosser and Trigwell (1999: 13) describe as a relationship between the person 
experiencing and the object experienced.  In this case the person experiencing is the teacher, the object 
experienced is the teaching of language through learner out-of-class interactions for the purpose of 
increased language development in an EAP context.  
 
Although it is likely that these categories will be further refined in future analysis, I believe that a clear 
hierarchical pattern, easily accessible to both educators and researchers, has emerged. This research 
suggests that teachers with more highly developed conceptions of out-of-class interactions more 
actively utilise these interactions and students’ outside experiences in their classroom teaching. This 
provides support for the theories that exist in other areas and have begun to emerge in our own that 
teacher beliefs are not only highly influential but relate to actual teaching and learning.  
 
Future analysis 
Currently analysis of those OCI conceptions most represented within the transcripts is being undertaken. 
Comparisons of individual teacher and group OCI conceptions indicate a relationship to actual in-class 
practice. Teachers reporting lower level OCI conceptions (Categories A and B) adopt teaching practices 
associated with surface level learning. Teachers reporting higher level OCI conceptions (Categories C 
and D) adopt teaching practices associated with higher level learning. This ongoing analysis suggests 
that the conceptual OCI categories presented in this paper, not only provide insight into what these 
teachers believe, but offer empirical support that these beliefs relate to the actual teaching and learning 
that occurs in specific EAP lessons.  
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