Teacher Roles


This unit starts by examining teacher roles, looking back to – and building on – the discussion of teaching methods earlier in this module. In particular, we will explore the relationship between the teacher role and the chosen teaching method, including features, typical actions and scenarios, advantages and disadvantages and potential risks.

The second part of the unit will look at the importance of planning and assessment in ELT. There will be a strong practical focus in this section, inviting you to draw links between the theory and your teaching practice. This will be useful to you when thinking about the summative assessment.

This unit will need one week and 20 hours of study time. It makes use of your Personal Journal and the Discussion Board.

On successful completion of this unit, you will be able to:

identify teacher roles and functions associated with different teaching methods
compare a range of teacher roles and their relationship with the chosen methods, as well as their impact on the learning process
research and evaluate assessment procedures commenting on the implications for your context
Teacher roles


Traditionally, a teacher has been thought of as a person who controls the process of learning. Nowadays, however, understanding of the teacher's role has changed. What is the role of a teacher and what are the characteristics of an effective educator? We will be thinking about this in terms of language teaching and learning.

Definition and types of teacher roles
First, let's define 'roles'. According to Hedge (2000), a 'role' denotes the various functions that the teacher performs in the classroom during the course of the lesson. Before we discuss the various aspects of the teacher's role, it would be useful for you to consider your own opinion on this.
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A teacher can embody different roles depending on the learning context. What do you think constitutes a teacher's role? You could consider your own approach to teaching or an experience of a teacher you have had as a learner. You may wish to record your thoughts in your Personal Journal. Once you have thought about this, see below.

There are several such roles. Harmer (2015) groups them into the following categories :

Controller – this involves taking the register and giving information or instructions. This is the typical role of the transmission teacher or what Harmer terms 'the sage on the stage'.

Monitor and evidence gatherer – this involves overseeing student contributions in communicative tasks, keeping the students on task and gathering information. This information drives the feedback that we offer.

Prompter and editor – this is where the teacher encourages the students to continue and help them see what they can do next. Feedback is sometimes offered to support improvements in the student's work.

Resource and tutor – in this role, the tutor is used as a source of information and guidance. Attention can be given to the whole group, small groups, or even to individual students.

Organiser and task-setter – this involves classroom management, such as giving instructions for setting up tasks, as well as staging tasks so that students understand what is expected of them. Decisions about time management fall into this category, such as when to stop a task or when to intervene.

 ................................................

Now that you have considered the role of a teacher for yourself, we will turn to a useful framework for thinking about this. According to Hedge, the framework proposed by Harmer (2015) focuses on roles related to classroom procedures. However, other frameworks have moved beyond the immediate pedagogic concerns to include broader areas influenced by attitude and culture. One such example is taken from Karavas-Dukas (1995; cited in Hedge, 2000).

The following breakdown comes from a study into teachers' perceptions of the roles that they perform in the classroom, as cited in Hedge (2000). A group of experienced language teachers working in diverse contexts were asked about their roles. The respondents used their own labels, which the researchers then organised into nine broader categories (shown in Figure 9.1). The percentages in brackets show how many of the respondents used the labels ascribed to that category.

See below the diagram for more information.

Figure 9.1: Types of teacher roles
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Image source: Adapted from Hedge (2000)

Facilitator of learning

64.2% of the teachers described their roles in terms of being learning facilitators, helpers, guides, catalysts to group discussion, and/or prompters.

Source of advice

53.5% of the teachers stated that their roles included being counsellors, advisers, personal tutors, psychologists, and/or listeners.

Source of expertise

This category accounts for 46.4% of the responses, with these teachers saying that their roles included those of instructor, presenter, actor and pedagogist (authoritarian stance) or informant, input provider, information provider, and/or resource or source of knowledge (supportive stance).

Management roles

This accounts for 35.7% of the responses, with these teachers saying that their roles included those of a manager, an organiser, a director, an administrator, a public relations officer, and/or an arranger.

Caring roles

25% of the responses mentioned the roles of friend, sister/mother, caretaker, and supporter.

Sharing roles

This accounts for 17.8% of the responses, with teachers in this category describing their roles as those of negotiators, participants, students, and co-operators.

Creator of classroom atmosphere

This accounts for 14.2% of the responses, with teachers saying that their roles involved being entertainers, motivators, and sources of inspiration.

Evaluator

This accounts for 10.7% of the responses, with these teachers considering themselves evaluators.

Example of behaviour and hard work

This accounts for 3.5% of responses, with these teachers saying that their roles included the modelling of behaviour and hard work

 ................................................

Looking at both lists in this section, it is worth noting that the four most common roles from Hedge's list overlap with those listed by Harmer. We shall discuss these roles in more detail later in this unit, but first let's consider the important influence of the connection between roles and teaching methods.
Roles and teaching methods


Certain roles are closely related to the teaching method used and the assumptions about language and learning that a particular method is associated with. As a result, some methods are often deemed 'teacher-centred' – meaning that it depends entirely on the teacher to provide knowledge and direction (in the grammar-translation method, for example). This type of teaching has been called 'transmission teaching' because the teacher holds the knowledge and is transmitting it to the students. Others are 'teacher-proof', in the sense that content and direction are material-driven or learner-centred, with the student having more say in the classroom material and lesson direction. For instance, in community language learning, it is the learner who decides what to talk about.

When defining the dominant roles in particular teaching methods, one must take certain criteria into account (Richards and Rodgers, 2001 ):

the types of functions the teacher is expected to fulfil (e.g., to be a counsellor or a model)
the extent of control over the learning process
the extent of control over selection of material
the interaction patterns between teachers and learners
Some methods are very specific in terms of teacher roles and responsibilities. For example, in community language learning, the teacher performs the role of a counsellor and thus needs strong counselling skills, as well as characteristics of empathy, sensitivity, and warmth. In communicative language teaching, the teacher's role is to facilitate the communication, rather than to explicitly direct and teach.

Activity 9.1 is an opportunity to develop your understanding of the connection between teacher roles and the underlying influences which drive the methodology.
