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SUMMARY


I chose the article “Self-Perception and Practice in Teaching Grammar” by Simon Borg because I am very interested in identity, self-perception, sociocultural linguistics, and issues regarding confidence, especially as they relate to language and teaching.  This article examines the relationship between a teacher’s self-perception and the way they teach.  

This article was written in 2001, and at that time, this issue was new in the growing field of teacher cognition.  Borg analyzed qualitative data, interviews and classroom observations, gathered from two teachers, focusing on their confidence and perception of their own knowledge about language (KAL)—specifically their knowledge about grammar (KAG)—and how these influenced their teaching.  Borg’s data suggests that both teachers’ confidence in their KAG influenced and changed their styles of teaching and the way and amount of grammar they taught in their classrooms.

The first teacher Borg observes, Eric, is confident in his KAG and teaches grammar in an easy-going, student-centered manner; however, when he was challenged with a problem he was not confident he could answer, he became teacher-centered and direct, not allowing students a chance to ask questions.  The other teacher, Dave, is mostly opposite to Eric.  He is unconfident with his KAG and avoids teaching grammar or answering grammar questions on the spot; however, when asked a question he was comfortable with, he answered the student on the spot.  Both teachers’ characteristic styles changed when confidence in their KAG changed.


The purpose of Borg’s article is to highlight the impact confidence and self-perception can have on teachers; he avoids making sweeping generalizations and acknowledges that more research is needed in this area.  Borg believes that his data is applicable for all areas of teaching, not just grammar.  The implications of his data suggest that teachers’ KAL should be developed throughout their careers and that they should learn about how their KAL affects their classrooms.    
RESPONSE

Although I agree that the topic of this article needs further research, Borg’s data is strong enough to support his conclusions and implications for teaching and further research.  He seems to have preconceived expectations of data findings based on earlier research (eg: Grossman, Wilson, & Shulman, 1989; Numrich, 1996; and Richards, Ho, & Giblin, 1996), however, these expectations do not alter his analysis of his own data (2001, pp. 21-22).  

Borg’s data would not have been reliable if he did not include interviews with Eric and Dave.  Borg makes many conclusions based on his classroom observations, but verifies his analyses by asking the teachers in interviews.  For example, when observing Eric’s uncharacteristic change of teaching style, he claims, “The teacher seems surprised by the question, and unsure how to answer” (2001, p. 23).  Making this claim would not be credible as he cannot observe Eric’s thoughts.  He later asks Eric in conference about this change, to which Eric responds that he was uncomfortable because he was unsure of the answer to the student’s question, but felt pressured to give an answer, hence the change in teaching style (2001, p. 23).  It is clear in Eric’s response that the uncharacteristic change in his teaching was a direct result of his lack of confidence in his KAG.

Borg makes one claim that I wish he would have expanded upon in greater detail.  Borg’s data shows that a teacher’s confidence in their KAG is related to how they teach, or confidence is related to behavior.  He argues that confidence, whether justified or unjustified, “motivates behavior” (2001, p. 27).  He also says that the examples in his data are “justified confidence” in KAG.  I would like him to explain the difference between these types of confidence and provide empirical evidence support that “unjustified confidence” does indeed motivate behavior.   

Borg concludes that his data points “towards specific areas of grammar teaching which ELT teachers’ perceptions of their KAG may influence” (2001, p. 27).  These areas include willingness to engage spontaneously in grammar, how much grammar is taught, response to student’s questions about grammar, classroom discussions about grammar, reactions when explanations are questioned, and the type of grammatical information provided.  I agree that these findings can be found in Borg’s data; however, more case studies would be needed to solidify these conclusions.  He makes a great additional point that the way teachers perceive their KAG influences what they do in the classroom but that this varies across teachers and is only one of many factors which shape teaching styles (2001, p. 27).  Borg covers his bases by proposing that more data is necessary and that no generalized statements can be formulated with his data.  

Although Borg’s data may not be enough to formulate generalizations or solid conclusions, it has strong implications for language teaching and teachers.  As Borg states, his conclusions are not only true for grammar teaching, but can also be applied to any area of teaching.  I think his data on Dave is evidence of this point because Dave is confident teaching vocabulary and reading and writing, so his classroom characteristics are very different when teaching these subjects than when teaching grammar.  This supports Borg’s implications for language teaching: making teachers aware of how their self-perception of their KAL effects their teaching, providing teachers opportunities to assess their KAL and find their limits in their subject area, and helping teachers develop a positive attitude towards their KAL as well as opportunities for improvement (2001, p. 28).  Borg also suggests that these implications should be on-going and available for teachers throughout their career.  The more knowledgeable a teacher perceives themselves to be about a particular subject, the more confident they will be, and thus better able to keep their characteristic teaching style more often, but confidence takes time to develop.  

With my own teaching experience, I conceive my KAG to be low and thus dislike answering student questions about grammar and dread the possibility of teaching a grammar class.  After reading this article, I can clearly see that my perceptions about my KAG are influencing my confidence teaching this subject.  Using the implications suggested by Borg, I can increase my knowledge and thus increase my confidence to be more willing to teach grammar, keep my teaching characteristics when teaching grammar, and answer student questions regarding grammar.  
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