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Abstract

This qualitative, exploratory study is aimed at inquiring the issue of
professionalism of university English language professors. Previous
research indicates that professionalism in English Language Teaching
(ELT) has been a concern for the academia; nonetheless, new demands
in the ELT career require teachers to constantly upgrade their perfor-
mance in order to comply with higher education standards. Hence, traits,
pedagogical practices, professional development, and challenges of these
professionals are shown in this paper. Through a questionnaire, results
revealed that participants felt satisfied with most of the newest teaching
competencies. This study also identifies flaws in some teaching fields,
which could be improved with professional development updates.

Key words: English Language Teaching (ELT), higher education,
teaching competencies, pedagogical practices, professional development

Resumen

Este estudio de tipo cualitativo y exploratorio indaga el profesionalismo
de académicos universitarios. Ciertos estudios anteriores indican que el
profesionalismo en la ensefianza del inglés ha sido un area de interés en
la academia; no obstante, las nuevas demandas de esta profesién requie-
ren docentes que se actualicen permanentemente para cumplir con las
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normas en educacién superior. A través de este estudio, se analizaron las cualidades,
practicas pedagdgicas, desarrollo profesional y algunos desafios de estos profesionales.
Los resultados del cuestionario aplicado indican que los participantes estan satisfechos
con las competencias de ensefianza mds actuales. A la vez, el estudio identifica algunos
desafios en ciertos campos de la ensefanza, los cuales se pueden mejorar a través de

actualizaciones en el desarrollo profesional.

Palabras claves: ensefianza del idioma inglés, educacién universitaria, competencias
de ensenanza, practicas pedagdgicas, desarrollo profesional

Introduction

or decades, the field of teach-

Fing English as a foreign lan-
guage has been under the
microscope of the academia that con-
stantly set the standards to evaluate
teachers’ traits, skills, attitudes, com-
petencies, and practices. Even though
professionals in this field have obtained
a degree to undertake the practices in
their field, great inquiry always arous-
es: What traits, attitudes and skills do
teachers have to develop to cope with
the trends in language teaching? How
do teachers commit to their work to
improve their teaching practices? How
can they show professionalism in sight
of today’s demands and challenges for
reinventing educational performance?
Indeed, this profession evokes val-
ues, beliefs, intercultural understand-
ing, motivation, and commitment to
successfully comply with the mission

of education. In this respect, Hardy
(2011) said:

Language teaching is a career that
requires specialized skills. First,
we need a high level of proficiency
in the language we teach, but pro-
ficiency alone isn’t enough. We also
need explicit, declarative knowledge
about the language in order to teach

it. Finally, we need to know some-
thing about the principles of second
language acquisition and language
teaching methodology. (p. 246)

In fact, being qualified in ELT de-
pends upon knowledge, training, expe-
rience, dedication and vocation. Within
the scope of this research study, it is es-
sential to inquire what makes a teacher
a well-qualified professional in higher
education. The purpose of this paper
is twofold: to evaluate the competen-
cies and traits which teachers possess;
and to identify continuous professional
development activities, contributing to
excellence in ELT. To accomplish this
objective, a group of university profes-
sors was surveyed to address the follow-
ing research questions:

+ RQ1. How do teachers value their
own professional practices?

* RQ2. What qualities, competencies
and pedagogical practice make
teachers good professionals?

+  RQ3. What kind of activities do
teachers pursue for professional
development?

*  RQ4. What should EFL teachers
do to upgrade their teaching
experience?



CHAVES, RODRIGUEZ. ProressIONALISM IN FOREIGN LENGUAGE TEACHING...

As an everlasting challenge, pro-
fessionals in ELT need to cope with
trends in methodologies and approach-
es, technological innovations, and cur-
ricular realities to reach quality in
higher education.

Review of Literature

Research has widely aimed at pro-
fessionalism in second language teach-
ing during the last decades. Toledo and
Favela (2008) categorized teachers’
competencies in several categories:

e Pedagogical knowledge:
technological use, explanation of
social reality, and logical thinking.

* Social interaction: socializing,
conflict resolution, and
interculturality.

o Teaching organization: planning
and evaluation

e Pedagogical mediation: attention to
students’ needs and interests, and
strategies and ways of working

+  Communication: language skills

» Professional development:
continuous education

Even though scholars in ELT have
normed teachers’ qualifications and
competencies, it 1s a concern whether
all teachers reach the highest stan-
dards of performance and improve-
ment. Previous studies conducted in
this field have analyzed certain factors
that affect professionalism: unquali-
fied preparation, lack of vocation, lim-
ited monetary incentives, and under-
valued profession. Nonetheless, one of
the greatest interests for this research
is the fact that some teachers still
need to comply with the standards of
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excellence and commitment in second
language teaching and the demands of
higher education institutions.

In the same vein, teachers are
expected to have positive attitudes,
knowledge, and commitment to face
challenging responsibilities in new
paradigms in teaching. Teachers, in
fact, must strive for lifelong learning
in order to strengthen their profes-
sional knowledge and teaching styles.
They should focus more on analytical
and reflective understanding of their
performance. Likewise, they should be-
come agents of educational renewal or
change by actively getting involved in
critical analysis, reflection and creative
response to their teaching. According to
Vanassche and Kelchtermans (2014),
“professionalism manifests itself in
teacher educators' actions and behav-
iors. [This] is reflected in four ques-
tions: ‘what happens?’; ‘why is this hap-
pening?’; ‘what do we think of this and
why?’; and ‘should we try to change this
practice, and why would this change be
an improvement?” (p. 118).

Professional development empow-
ers teachers to engage in the rebuild-
ing of their faculty goals and the im-
plementation of innovative teaching
practices. As Hardy (2011) expressed,
“The roles of teachers and schools are
changing, and so are expectations about
them: teachers are asked to teach in
increasingly multicultural classrooms,
integrate students with special needs,
use ICT for teaching effectively, en-
gage in evaluation and accountability
processes (...)" (p. 7).

Once the new demands are iden-
tified, teachers must find the path to-
ward integrating these expectations
into their teaching performance. Bear-
ing this goal in mind, professionals



376

should feel motivated and satisfied
with reinventing their practice, which
is a process led by thoughtful analysis
and reflection on their weaknesses and
strengths. The Advisory Committee on
Teacher Education and Qualifications
(2003) stated.:

Equally important is the teacher's’
passion for continuous learning
and self-improvement. In this era
of knowledge expansion, global-
ization, high technology and rapid
social transformation, the belief
in effective learning as an ongoing
process is a fundamental tenet of
professionalism in teaching. Also,
personal growth and self-manage-
ment widen horizons, enrich the
experience of life and lay a solid
foundation for the move towards
fuller professionalism. (p. 8)

From the lecture called Motivation
toward Professional Development, at-
tended by the researchers, the former
executive director of SINAES1 claimed
that teachers have transformed from
being classroom givers to college pro-
fessors and from knowledge provid-
ers to mediators in the construction of
knowledge. He also described several
characteristics professionals in the
field of teaching should have: (a) in-
terdisciplinary education to enrich the
knowledge acquired through different
contents; (b) experiences in collabora-
tive projects; (c) advancement in career
path; (d) teamwork; (e) correlation be-
tween teaching research and outreach
projects; (f) sensibility to the students’
needs; (g) assertive communication;
and (h) pedagogical-didactic innova-
tion, among others (G. Alfaro, personal
communication, June 14, 2016).
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Upgrading the teaching career is
a paramount initiative for teachers
themselves and university standards
and norms. As a result, it 1s expected
from ELT professionals to constantly
evaluate their performance for ongoing
development.

Methodology

This study is exploratory and quali-
tative in nature as it intends to gather
data on the features which make ELT
teachers professional. From the partic-
ipant professors’ appraisal, a series of
qualifications were surveyed through
an online questionnaire designed by
the researchers. It collected data on
personal information, teaching compe-
tencies, pedagogical practices, and pro-
fessional development activities. Also,
participants were requested to assess
characteristics that make them excel
in their work, and to identify today’s
challenges in education.

The questionnaire consisted of 10
items; the first four items included per-
sonal questions: age, level of education,
experience, and place of work. Then,
a fifth item consisted of 10 statements
of levels of satisfaction with teaching
competences that were ranked with a
Likert scale. Another item surveyed
the main traits of great teachers.
The next item was aimed at inquir-
ing what teachers do to continue with
their professional development; and
the last three items were open-ended
questions which intended to collect in-
sights about their weaknesses in their
teaching performance, the improve-
ments of their pedagogical practices,
and challenges in ELT (see Appendix
A). In order to elicit straightforward,
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truthful answers, the respondents were
assured that their responses would re-
main anonymous.

This type of evaluation was carried
out through an online survey, consider-
ing factors such as time constraints and
professors’ preference in collaborating
with other colleagues’ research, and
the range of workplaces of participants
in the study. The survey was piloted
with the support of five colleagues, who
were requested to provide feedback to
the content and format of the instru-
ment. Corrections were made, and the
survey was sent to a 30-participant
sample, from which 20 professors suc-
cessfully completed it.

Results
Participant personal information

The majority of the participants
works at public universities in Costa
Rica (ten at UNA, five at UCR, three
at UTN, and one at UNED), and one of
them at a private university. Regarding
their age, 15% are in their late twen-
ties, 40% in their thirties, 30% in their
forties, and 15% in their fifties. About
their teaching experience at university
level, 40% of the professors have worked
above 16 years, 30% between 11 and 15
years, 25% between 6 to 10, and 5% less
than 5 years. Sixteen of these profes-
sors hold a master’s degree, two of them
a licenciaturaZ2 degree, and two of them
a doctorate’s degree.

Teaching practices
Participants were asked to rank

their level of satisfaction with ten
teaching competency statements in
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their profession, by choosing one of
the four rating levels: mostly satisfied,
somewhat satisfied, somewhat dissatis-
fied, and mostly dissatisfied (see Fig-
ure 1). The statements were analyzed
by sorting them from those competen-
cies ranked as the highest to the low-
est. First of all, the highest level of
satisfaction is shown for developing
language awareness to confidently an-
alyze language usage, statement cho-
sen by 17 participants. Furthermore,
15 participants are mostly satisfied
with four other practices: applying the
attributes of a holistic educator, updat-
ing teaching and learning strategies,
creating and maintaining a construc-
tive learning environment, and com-
plying with the standards and policies
of higher education. Likewise, under-
standing the school goals to take on
professional roles and responsibilities
was ranked by 14 participants as being
mostly satisfied. Even though 12 par-
ticipants pointed out that they reflect
on their strengths and weaknesses,
and apply research to improve their
own teaching, the rest of the professors
do not feel that satisfied with these
two practices. Additionally, only 50%
of the participants show highest levels
of satisfaction for building collegiality
to enhance the faculty goals. Finally,
using the newest technological innova-
tions for teaching was the competence
which professors felt somewhat satis-
fied with, chosen by 11 participants.
In sum, competencies were ranked as
mostly satisfied by the majority of par-
ticipants; however, lowest levels of sat-
isfaction were shown in key competen-
cies, which deserves a reflection to find
out the reasons why some professors
still feel dissatisfied.



378

RevisTa DE LENGuAs Mobernas, N.° 28, 2018 / 373-386 / ISSN: 1659-1933

Figure 1. Level of satisfaction with teaching practices.
Questionnaire, September, 2016
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Statements

a. Applying the attributes of a holistic
educator

b. Developing language awareness to
confidently analyze language usage

c. Updating teaching and learning
strategies

d. Creating and maintaining a con-
structive learning environment

e. Using the newest technological in-
novations for teaching

f. Reflecting on strengths and weak-
nesses as a teacher

g. Building collegiality to enhance the
faculty goals

h. Understanding the school goals to
take on professional roles and re-
sponsibilities

1. Complying with the standards and
policies of higher education

J.  Applying research to improve own
teaching

Professional traits

A shift from the traditional class-
room environment to a type of teach-
ing aimed at growing, discovering
and broadening students’ horizons is
needed. Based on the framework of
holistic education, whose focus is on
meeting the needs of individual learn-
ers to fulfill their life experiences, par-
ticipants referred to some qualities
of a holistic educator in item 6. They
mentioned the following: creativity, re-
sponsibility, motivation, enthusiasm,
commitment, affection, hard work, and
reflection. As illustrated by one of the
participants, “I am sure that a profes-
sor must be humble and humanistic so
that students do not feel that they are
somehow inferior. If a professor makes
students feel confident, the learning
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process is enhanced.” Moreover, they
feel confident in accepting innovation
as part of the work.

Professional development activities

In item 7, professors were asked
about what type of actions they resort
to for growing in their career. They
were provided six of the most expect-
ed academic activities for professional
growth, from which they were able to
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select the ones they perform per year
(see Figure 2). Fifteen professors chose
attending ELT conferences and becom-
ing involved in the department’s initia-
tive as the most effective activities for
professional growth. Another thirteen
professors consider taking courses or
workshops related to their field and re-
searching innovative practices to apply
in their teaching as actions to improve
their career.

Figure 2. Activities done for professional development.
Questionnaire, September, 2016

Attend ELT conferences

Take courses or workshops related to my

field

your teaching

Academic activities

Become involved in your department's

initiatives

Nonetheless, professors reported
low frequency in doing some activities
as publishing papers in ELT journals
(selected by 11 participants), and
working on conference presentations
(selected by 10 participants). Anoth-
er activity mentioned by one of the
participants referred to reflecting on
their teaching practices and student
performance as a way to advance in
their career.

Research innovative practices to apply in

Work on conference presentations

Publish papers in ELT journals

. . “ :
0 5 10 15 20
Number of partipants

Improvement in teaching practices

Finally, participants stated sev-
eral aspects they considered essential
points of departure toward enhancing
their teaching performance in item 8.
Most professors asserted being highly
motivated to continue with their pro-
fessional development; indeed, one
stated, “Probably I have all I need, now
it is a matter of taking the time and
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do it. I mean, I have training, I have
the resources and I have the institu-
tion's support;” also, another colleague
expressed, “I truly believe that there is
always room for improvement. Every
day, I try to do things better, to learn
from previous experiences and to in-
clude my students' preferences and in-
terests into consideration.”

Nevertheless, = most  professors
agreed on the need for more training in
technology applied to language teaching,
specifically, the use of ICT’s within the
typical classroom environment and the
implementation of virtual learning as
a way to enhance the curriculum. More
room for improvement is related to rein-
venting the teaching of vocabulary, writ-
ing, pronunciation, and culture.

Furthermore, participants were
concerned with not having more time
for research and academic publica-
tions (i.e. submitting papers for jour-
nals or publishing books for teaching),
which in turn accounts for systematiz-
ing their professional experiences in
order to become better reflective edu-
cators. This concern was illustrated
in one of the participant’s comments:
“[teachers should be] more systematic
when learning from class experiences
to achieve higher standards.” Time
and work overload were considered
the greatest constraints to enhance
teaching practices.

In item 9 professors were asked
about the pedagogical practices re-
cently reinvented. Coincidentally, areas
like ICT’s and virtual learning are de-
scribed as aspects they have renewed
in their teaching practice. Such results
show that professors might have ei-
ther received training in these areas or
started using more technology in their
classroom; however, they still need to
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improve the use of these innovations.
Even though professors do not feel as
satisfied with the use of the newest
technologies, as they do with the devel-
opment of other teaching competencies,
they still like to renovate in this educa-
tional area. Other pedagogical practices
upgraded by professors are listed below:

*  Ensuring student-centered clases.
Learning about students’ needs,
like promoting dialogue with them.
Giving feedback to and monitoring
students' speech.

+ Eliciting critical thinking.

*  Promoting group work.
Reflecting on new paradigms and
approaches to ELT teaching.
Implementing an analytical
approach to teaching (i.e.
constructing knowledge by
researching).
Using strategies for intercultural
communication.
Teaching poetry creatively.

+ Assessing students' improvement.

As detailed, professors have actu-
ally made major changes from theory,
regarding methods and approaches,
to practice, in relation to pedagogical
mediation. It can also be concluded
that professors have updated the way
they approach students, for instance,
being aware of learners’ needs and
keeping track of their improvement.
Participants in general have enhenced
a myriad of aspects for more effective
teaching practices.

Challenges in attaining professionalism
Item 10 referred to the challeng-

es which hinder attaining standards
in  higher education. Participants
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indicated some of them: keeping stu-
dents engaged and motivated, devel-
oping student awareness of the im-
portance of their major, dealing with
student learning disabilities, and
achieving the expected student lan-
guage outcomes. Also, failing to work
as a team prevents teachers from ob-
taining effective results; one professor
said, “Collegiality is not always para-
mount for some teachers.” According
to one of the teacher participants, such
demands can be perceived by teach-
ers as concerns or even strains: “The
access that students have to sources
of information has put too much pres-
sure on professors who sometimes are
not able to cope with the students” de-
mands and questions.” It is a concern
for professionals the fact of not being
prepared to cope with learners who are
achieving more autonomy. In fact, the
above constraints need to be analyzed
and discussed in order to enhance
teaching performance.

Reflective Analysis

As stated by Krishnamurti (2008),
“The highest function of education is
to bring about an integrated individual
who is capable of dealing with life as
a whole” (p. 36). For this reason, most
professors prefer holistic education to
empower students for the challenges
of today's life. Students learn about
themselves, their success, healthy re-
lationships, social and emotional de-
velopment, among other concerns.
This is the kind of education that has
been successful nowadays according
to Forbes (1996), Gallegos (1999), and
Cenoz and Gorter (2011). Similarly,
professionals in the field of second
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language teaching have always in-
novated their teaching and learning
strategies in order to comply with the
most current theories and approaches.
Above all, they pursue to create and
maintain a constructive learning en-
vironment since an organized, safe
and active classroom motivates learn-
ers to achieve academic and personal
success. This effective teaching takes
place when professionals comply with
the standards and policies of higher
education and strive for maintaining
high levels of professionalism.

By conducting an analysis of teach-
ing practices, professors gather infor-
mation about their students’ progress
and instructional needs. According to
Richards and Rogers (2001), the teach-
er’s role in understanding students’
needs and engaging them in their
learning experiences includes: know-
ing the students and their interests,
abilities and learning styles, planning
classroom environment and routines,
organizing resources, assessment and
evaluation, and reflecting upon the
effectiveness of their instruction. On
the other hand, teachers also need to
improve some pedagogical practices.
One of these areas is working with
colleagues. Lack of rapport with col-
leagues may result from the recurring
tensions among individuals with dif-
fering ideologies and among groups of
individuals with divergent priorities
(Hughey et al., 2013). Teachers also
strive for incorporating innovative
tools (e.g. ICT’s) into their classroom.
It could be inferred that certain teach-
ers are comfortable with instructional
strategies from the time they majored
as professionals; as a result, they refuse
to explore more innovative ones. Spen-
cer (2012) asserted that some teachers
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are not using technology for several
reasons: fear, negative past experienc-
es, few opportunities to learn, lack of
research, and low self-efficacy. Being
aware of these factors and properly ad-
dressing them in professional develop-
ment activities, would allow teachers to
strengthen their skills for accomplish-
ing satisfaction in their practice.

Conclusion

Professionalism is revealed when
teachers maintain a commitment to
ethics, communicate effectively and
participate in professional growth that
results in enhanced student learn-
ing. Complying with higher education
standards should not be seen as a com-
pulsory call but as an opportunity for
education quality.

This study has identified great
teachers’” competencies, traits and
initiatives for professional develop-
ment. The results of this study have
drawn very positive insights about
teachers’ professionalism since most
of them reach high standards of per-
formance and comply with quality
in education. Professional develop-
ment is an essential key that leads
teachers to become better every day.
Transformation in teachers’ beliefs
and attitudes about teaching and in-
structional practices occur only after
they feel empowered as they succeed
in coping with today’s requirements
in second language teaching.

Most participants felt a great deal
of satisfaction with their pedagogi-
cal practices. Also, the qualities men-
tioned for great teachers are the ones
that have been pointed out by other
researchers; this demonstrates that

RevisTa DE LENGuAs Mobernas, N.° 28, 2018 / 373-386 / ISSN: 1659-1933

the surveyed professors agree with the
traits great teachers should possess.
It is worth mentioning that attending
ELT courses and participating in con-
ferences and workshops have histori-
cally been very effective opportunities
to motivate and encourage teachers
to renovate their skills and reinforce
positive attitudes. Teachers do not opt
for writing papers for publication and
presentations due to time constraints.
Nonetheless, EFL professionals excel
in their publications and papers pre-
sented in several conferences held in
their universities.

In spite of all the positive results,
professors acknowledged the need of
improvement in certain areas. The do-
mains in which upgrading is needed
are correlated to aspects that they have
reinvented. Although teachers actively
become involved in professional devel-
opment activities, they recognize feel-
ing constrained with new demands and
challenges in their field such as student
engagement, motivation, language ac-
quisition, learning disabilities, and col-
legiality. All of these areas should lead
to reflection and improvement of the
teaching career, and they can be ad-
dressed as topics in future professional
development lectures or workshops.

Notes

1. Sistema Nacional de Acreditacion de
la Educacion Superior (National Ac-
creditation Service of Costa Rica):
An institution that regulates education
quality for graduate and postgraduate
degree programs in this country.

2. A graduate degree attained after a
bachelor’s degree in Costa Rica.
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Appendix A
Questionnaire for Professors

Universidad Nacional
Escuela de Literatura y Ciencias del Lenguaje

Researchers: Olga Chaves Carballo, Ph. D. and José David Rodriguez Chaves, M. A.

Description:

This questionnaire is part of a research paper aimed at collecting data on the
traits, skills, attitudes, competencies, and teaching practices which make you a
qualified professional in the field of English as a foreign language. Your collabo-
ration and accuracy in completing the following anonymous questionnaire will
be appreciated by the researchers.

1. Age:

| 20-29
[ 30-39
[ 40-49
[ Above 50

2. Highest level of education:

0 Lic.
[l Master’s degree
[ Doctorate’s degree

3. Years of teaching experience at university level:

1-5
[16-10
[111-15

[ Above 16

4. Place of work:

71 UNA
0 UCR
0 TEC
0 UNED
| UTN
[ Private university
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5. Check the option that best represents the level of satisfaction with your
teaching competences.

Statements Mostly Somewhat  Somewhat Mostly
satisfied satisfied dissatisfied  dissatisfied

a. Applying the attributes of a holistic
educator U U H H

b. Developing language awareness to
confidently analyze language usage UJ U ] ]

c. Updating teaching and learning
strategies U U 0 0

d. Creating and maintaining a con-

structive learning environment UJ U ] ]

e. Using the newest technological in-
novations for teaching U U 0 0

f. Reflecting on strengths and weak-
nesses as a teacher UJ U ] ]

g. Building collegiality to enhance
the faculty goals U U 0 0

h. Understanding the school goals
to take on professional roles and UJ U ] ]

responsibilities

i. Complying with the standards and
policies of higher education 0 0 O O

j. Applying research to improve own

teaching UJ UJ ] ]

6. What are three main traits that make you a great teacher?

a. b. c.
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7. What do you do to continue with your professional development per year?
You can check more than one answer.

71 Attend ELT conferences

1 Take courses or workshops related to my field

[1 Research innovative practices to apply in your teaching
[1 Work on conference presentations

[] Publish papers in ELT journals

[ Become involved in your department's initiatives

71 Other:

8. Is there anything that you need to improve in your teaching performance?
Indicate, please.

9. What are some pedagogical practices that you have recently reinvented?

10. What is one of the greatest challenges in attaining professionalism in ELT?




