Teaching Style: What metaphor describes you?

Introduction

As a doctoral student, I was supposed to immerse myself in loads of scientific papers, Masters dissertations, and Ph.D. theses, as well as in innumerable case studies. One of these case studies is Anne Katz’s “Teaching style: a way to understand instruction in language classrooms” (found in Bailey and Nunan (1996)). This small-scale research was so influential that I was induced to conduct a similar small-scale research, with the aim of discovering whether her findings cum assertions would be borne out in a different situation (more specifically, in a Foreign Language School in Pireaus, Greece). In what follows, I shall try to present the case study I conducted.


The professional journals of those who teach writing to both native and non-native users of English have dilated upon the efficacy of a welter of instructional techniques. For example, teachers have been encouraged and exhorted to teach about the writing process, hold writing conferences with their students, focus on meaning rather than form in responding to student papers, and allow for more wait time when asking questions in class. As with most educational innovations, these calls for change focus primarily on describing the innovations and their benefits with little mention of how these innovations might be implemented within a specific educational context. This study takes a closer look at how teachers implement many of these same innovations in writing classes, as it describes the interaction between teachers and foreign language learners.

Setting

The study I conducted was set at a large language school in Pireaus, Greece, with nearly 500 students on roll. Those students who finished D class must take a placement test, in order to ascertain whether they should go on to attend FCE class or be placed into E class. A large number of them (about 45 percent) is enrolled in E class, as their level of proficiency in English is deemed to be considerably low. The focus of this study is on preparation, helping these “weak” students to do grammar exercises (discrete-point tasks, transformations etc.), composition writing, and so on.

Students

On average, there are about fifteen students enrolled in each E class, and everyone is from Greece—which means that any cultural differences that might exist in a multicultural environment should not be extremely acute in this case.

Teachers

From among the twelve English teachers (four male and eight female), four (two male and two female) were selected on the basis of three criteria: a) interest in participating in the study, b) recognised excellence of teaching, and c) teaching style. Ratings of excellent performance were based on student evaluations, staff observations and, in general, formative and summative assessment. These teachers are referred to as Julie (English), Maria (Greek), Tom (English) and Dimitris (Greek). After I began classroom observations (which took over a two-month period), audio-taping of classroom interaction, and teacher interviews, teaching style was defined in terms of specific behaviours.

Data analysis

As in the study by Katz (1996), the teacher portraits illustrating teaching style in my own study are based on the following sources:

1. Two audio-recorded, formal interviews with each teacher.

2. My journal notes collected informally over the two-month period.

3. Classroom observations over the two-month period, averaging eleven hours per teacher.

The classroom observations were documented via extensive fieldnotes and audio 
recordings, which were later transcribed. The teachers also provided copies of all the material they distributed throughout the two-month period.

Teaching style

Teaching style is an elusive construct. Attempting to define it is much akin to explaining either the “art” or the “science” of teaching per se. Do we perceive teaching style as the result or the cause of classroom behaviours? Is it primarily connected to teacher beliefs or to teacher actions (Katz, 1996)? Here, the definition of teaching style encompasses both behaviour and beliefs.


The key argument in this study is that the manner in which teachers interpret their roles within the context of the classroom affects the way methods, techniques, and procedures are applied in those classrooms.


Since teaching style is a construct not easily pinned down, I, like Katz (1996), have chosen to use metaphor as my research tool, as a lens through which to focus on each classroom and teacher. As Katz (ibid.) notes, ‘metaphor acts as a heuristic for capturing the essence of each teacher’s style’. The following sections present portraits of the four teachers, using the metaphors of the choreographer, the earth mother, the entertainer, and the professor, in an attempt to characterise each teaching style. Prior to presenting the teachers’ portraits, I should say that the whole study revolves around the teachers’ teaching performance in terms of classroom events (class openings, late policy, taking roll, their use of space, and quizzes) and classroom discourse (dominant structure of talk in class, turn selection, use of narratives, and use of rhetorical questions) (see Table 1 and Table 2 below).

Table 1 CLASSROOM EVENTS


Class Openings
Late policy
Taking roll
Teacher’s use of space
Quizzes

Julie
takes roll, no latecomers may enter
no late arrivals
takes roll at beginning of class by calling students’ names
moves throughout the room
no

Dimitris
asks, “How have you been?/What did you do during the weekend?”
lenient
takes roll by having students sign in
moves throughout the room
no

Maria
assigns songs
no late arrivals after fifteen minutes
takes roll by calling students’ names
partly standing in front of the class, partly moving around
no

Tom
returns papers, talking about homework
lenient
late-comers are penalised
in front of the room
yes

Table 2 CLASSROOM DISCOURSE


Dominant structure of talk
Turn selection
Use of narratives
Use of rhetorical questions

Julie
question-answer sequences
involves all events
very few stories about self to provoke laughter
rarely uses rhetorical questions

Dimitris
lecture

group work
questions to the class
very few stories about self/family to establish camaraderie
found interspersed within lectures

Maria
song assignment
questions to individuals and to the class
frequent stories about self and others to present information and establish camaraderie
rarely uses them

Tom
lecture
questions to class
very few stories about self
found in lectures

Julie: the choreographer

Morris (1976: 238) defines a choreographer as ‘one who creates, arranges, or directs dances for stage performances’. Thus, the focal point of this metaphor is control at a distance. The choreographer acts as both source and arranger of the material to be presented.


These characteristics are manifest in Julie’s classroom. In explaining why she stresses class attendance, she says, “I want the students to attend my classes because everything is presented in a linear way, for a specific purpose, and so, if they’re absent, they won’t be able to catch up.” This theme of direction and linearity of material presentation is recurrent throughout Julie’s interviews, as she talks about the skills she focuses on, the assignments she gives, and the question-answer sequences she designs in order to involve students.


Responding to questions regarding the structure of the course and the sequence of topics she chose, Julie said: “I tried to find topics that are suitable for teaching those skills, and ones that make learning easy and fun.” She also explained that she carefully designed her class activities so as to help students develop their writing skills. What is more, one of the most remarkable characteristics of Julie’s classroom is her use of carefully crafted sequences of questions and answers. It is through these sequences that she transmits the material to the students.


Julie’s attention to the structuring of tasks extends to cover the development of teaching materials. For instance, to help students prepare their writing assignments, Julie designed checklists for them to use in looking over their papers. Julie feels that her own materials, which she prepares and distributes to the pupils, are important, as they enable students to complete the tasks she sets up for them.


Looking at what goes on in the classroom, we can see that Julie lays down the ground rules for behaviour. Her firm policy about absences and lateness and her penchant for taking roll at the beginning of the lesson point to, and promote, the metaphor of “choreographer.”

Dimitris: the earth mother (or father, for that matter)

The term earth mother is a familiar image in U.S. culture. It conjures up a picture of a nurturing female that tunes in to human needs and uses human relationships as ‘a haven in stressful times’ (Katz, ibid.). In a classroom setting, the image emphasises the role of affect in designing and mediating the intellectual and cognitive activities at hand. Here, the picture of the nurturing female is reversed, as the teacher who is assigned this role is male. Dimitris is explaining his strategy of using personal relationships as the basis for helping students acquire the writing skills he is teaching. What is important is that personal contact mediates learning about writing, which ‘belies the ostensive formal academic focus’ of a traditional writing class (ibid.).


This theme of the primacy of personal relationships and camaraderie returns again and again in his talk. For example, in evaluating one of his students, he states, “He’s far from weak. On the contrary, he participates in class, he’s diligent, and he’s always responsive to his classmates and me. I mean he talks to them, he touches them and plays with them. He seems to be enjoying what he’s doing in class.”


Much as this sense of camaraderie may seem exciting and conducive to learning, there is litte response from the class. The students appear to fight shy of communicating in the foreign language, which calls for the organisation of group work and the design of rhetorical questions addressed to the class, as a means of making the individuals come out of their “shells,” so to speak. Perhaps, the lenience accompanying the earth mother model undermines the requisite authority students expect from a teacher and can loosen up the group.


What further attests to Dimitris’s penchant for achieving group cohesion is the fact that he often elicits students’ responses by writing a general statement on the board, such as “Winter is a difficult season” or “People should care more about animals,” and then calling on each individual to say a few words. What is striking is that Dimitris, not only repeats the students’ answers, but also expands them, in order to “drum it home,” as he notes. “This tendency of mine to repeat and expand is a kind of drill…and I think some students can benefit a lot from that.” At the end of the lesson, Dimitris says a few things about each statement and goes on to elicit other synonyms for “difficult,” “season” and “care about” (“uneasy,” “period” and “take care of”). 


Moreover, Dimitris seems to flout the seating arrangements (especially, the lock-step arrangement) of conventional classrooms, rearranging instead students’ seats into one or more circles, so that learners can sit vis-à-vis. “This surely enhances communication and helps students feel more at ease…they feel part of a group rather than individuals cast aside in a corner of a big room,” he says. 


Dimitris is also a facilitator of personal interaction, which is congruent with the earth mother image. Rather than using roll call, he has students fill in a sign-in sheet, while chatting with them and asking them questions, such as “What did you do during the weekend?” or “Have you been to the cinema, lately?”. Besides, in his opinion, what sets the mood and can “glue the group together” is humour: by telling stories about various incidents in his or his friends’ lives, he comes closer to his students and “allays fears of the exigencies of class work.” The main reason why he chooses to pose questions to the class rather than to individual students is that he wants to avoid embarrassing those learners who do not feel comfortable by having to perform when they might not be up to the task set by the question. 


Finally, the earth mother image as embodied by Dimitris encourages students to assume responsibility for what transpires in the class. A connection between the teacher and the students makes the latter take every single task more seriously and helps them to become independent learners. Dimitris promotes students’ reliance upon their own means, which is also reflected in his language: he always checks student comprehension of the procedures outlined. In a few words, Dimitris’s role as earth mother is to provide a nurturing ambiance in which his students’ development can take place.

Maria: the entertainer

According to the dictionary, to entertain means “to hold the attention of; to amuse.” Arguably, all teachers try to hold their students’ attention and sustain their interest, to some extent, but the use of stories to make the main points of the lesson memorable and a flair for dramatic action are more consonant with the popular image of an entertainer. More specifically, unlike many teachers who tell, from time to time, anecdotes and jokes, Maria makes extensive use of narratives, as well as telling stories about herself. For instance, she once told the class that she found herself in an awkward position when she first set foot in London as a postgraduate student. Even though her command of the language was exceptional, she could barely understand people’s accent—and she said that to stress that it was natural for her students to feel insecure as far as their comprehension skills were concerned. 


On another occasion, Maria told a story about her grandmother, who decided, and struggled, to learn Polish when she met and fell in love with a Polish lieutenant during the Second World War, and after a decade or so vehemently renounced this language and culture, when she got divorced. This invited her students’ laughter but, deep down, it carried a greater functional load: it illustrated the role of extralinguistic factors, such as love, hate, disaster, in developing a positive or negative stance towards language learning. 


Furthermore, Maria often uses extensive narratives in print, as well. At the beginning of each unit in the coursebook, she makes sure that she finds, and has printed out, various stories relating to the topic in question. So, rather than using more conventional methods of exposition about grammatical or rhetorical lesson points, she exploits the wealth of a good—albeit not always pleasant—story. As she notes, “my goal in using these handouts is to explain the content of the course, as well as to capture my students’ interest in the material.” 

On the whole, Maria seems to promote learning through a “total-body response” method, whereby intellect and affect are intertwined. This is shown by her song assignment, which is a daily fixture of the class. Importantly enough, the sense of freedom and openness that her “drama” classes exude is certainly offset by her strict policy towards latecomers, who have to stay out of the classroom after a fifteen-minute delay. 

Tom: the “professor”

We all know what a teacher or university professor does: he or she stands all the time, delivers lectures, illustrating points and writing on the board. All this, Tom adheres to. As his classroom events show, he returns students’ papers at the beginning of the lesson, makes some comments on their performance and he has a lenient late policy but makes sure consistent latecomers get penalised. He takes a more academic stance towards his subject and this is what he expects from his students. He does not apply himself to making the lesson more pleasant or interesting; as he says, “my role is to elucidate, to explain, to be a kind of intellectual beacon.” And he adds, “I may not be an authority on my subject, but this is what my students want me to be. It is unpalatable to have to admit that you don’t know something when your students ask you to explain. So I always make sure I am well prepared.” 


Undoubtedly, preparation and organisation are key features in Tom’s classes. He encourages his students to follow guidelines in completing a task (usually, a writing task); of course, they are left with some leeway, on condition that they are willing to account for their choices and learning strategies. In Tom’s opinion, “the teacher, as well as the students, should follow a model, a pattern. This saves time and helps consolidate the main points of a grammatical or rhetorical phenomenon.” On one occasion, in a writing class, he said that we should focus on text as a large chunk of written discourse, rather than a number of sentences. In this way, he added, we will learn how to read and write more confidently and effectively.


Another important feature of Tom’s teaching style is his tendency to talk. Over 55% of his teaching time is devoted to teacher talk (or “teachese” (by analogy with “motherese”), as I am apt to call it). Apparently, this habit reduces student talk, as well as teacher wait time. Every time a question is asked (always addressed to the class), there should be one or two responses from the students in less than a minute, so that Tom can proceed to the next stage of his agenda. 


Finally, what is striking in Tom’s teaching is his propensity for “foreigner talk” (Ellis, 1985): simplified speech with clear articulation and no contractions. This, in a way, runs counter to his, at times, elaborate speech. When asked about that, he replied: “The teacher should always remind students of their goal; he should be the model, that’s why he should distinguish himself from them…Just like Krashen’s theory posits.” In brief, what seems to count for Tom is content rather than anything else; affect, camaraderie or personal contact play second fiddle. 

Conclusion

The metaphors I have applied about individual teaching styles are nothing but lenses that show how each teacher uses the “tools” of teaching in unique ways. If we are to comprehend the dynamics of classrooms, we should not rely solely on traditional descriptions, such as approach, design, or procedure, which offer few insights into what teachers actually do within the classroom. 


Despite the features that all of the above teachers had in common (a common syllabus, writing material, coursebooks, student populations, and so on), the end result was completely different. By analysing teaching style through these metaphors, by examining how the teachers did the “same” things, I could better understand these differences. I hope this paper has been enlightening.
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