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What are teacher roles? Teachers need to behave in different ways at different stages of a lesson to
manage the classroom and to successfully guide learners through the lesson. These different ways of
behaving in and managing the class are called teacher roles. Teachers adopt (use) a number of different
roles in every lesson. Teacher roles vary depending on the teaching approach (way of teaching) used
and on the teachers ' and learners ' preferred learning styles and learning needs.

The teacher roles we adopt have to be appropriate for the teaching and learning context, the teaching
approach, the lesson aims, the stage of the lesson the type of activity and the age, level and attitude of
the learners. A teacher using a PPP approach will, for example, at different times of the lesson, act as a
controller, a model and a guide. However, these teacher roles are not so appropriate for a teacher using
a communicative approach. Teacher roles more suitable for a communicative approach include
facilitator, resource provider of language, prompter. When learners arrive late in class, the teacher needs
to deal with the situation appropriately to ensure that the learners understand that this is not acceptable
behavior. In this situation, the teacher's role is primarily to maintain discipline. On the other hand, the
teacher adopts inappropriate roles, this can have a negative effect on their classroom management.
Imagine a situation where one learner is dominating the interaction in the classroom, resulting in other
learners becoming annoyed and being unwilling to participate (take part in something). If the teacher
lets the learner continue in a dominating role, he or she could lose the respect of the other students and
will be less able to facilitate (make easier) their learning. However, if the teacher sets out clear
classroom routines and codes of conduct in which learners take turns to participate and listen to each
other's contributions, he or she will build rapport with the class and provide the learners with a more
supportive learning environment. There are several common situations in which a teacher has to adapt
his or her role as appropriate to encourage smooth classroom management. These include learners not
completing homework, monitoring, learners during pair and group activities, learners failing to
understand instructions, learners chatting during pair or group work and not focusing on the task The
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roles that teachers adopt also depend on the needs of the learners. With young learners, we might take
on the role of a parent or a friend when a young student is unwell or unhappy. With teenage or adult
learners, two of the key teacher roles are those of motivating students and maintaining discipline
(establishing a clear system of rules and codes of behavior). With adult students the teacher's roles are
often those of facilitator, language resource and diagnostician.

Key concepts and the language teaching classroom

» What we say, how we say it and what we do make our teacher roles clear to learners. When
planning lessons, it is useful to first identify the roles we are going to take on during the lesson and
the to think about what we are going to say and do to convey that role clearly to the car is.

» It takes practice and experience to know which teacher roles are appropriate with which classes and
for which activities. Les experienced teachers may feel comfortable using a limited number of roles
at first and then gradually extending their range.

» Some problems with classroom discipline, classroom management and facilitating learning are a
result of teachers not adopting appropriate teacher roles.

» Learners take time to get used to the teacher working in different roles. For example, learners who
are more familiar with a teacher in the role of manager might be confused by a teacher who takes on
the role of facilitator. It is useful to provide some learner training and to introduce the new roles
slowly so that learners get used to new ways of working. It is important to be flexible in teacher
roles. Sometimes roles need to be changed because of circumstances in the lesson. For example,
when we are monitoring a task and realize that learners have not understood the key language, we
take on the role of language resource to clarify the language point so that learners can continue with
the task. It is sometimes necessary to take on roles we do not always feel comfortable with. When
learners do not complete homework tasks, for example, teachers have to be firmer in managing the
learners than they usually are. The ability to take on appropriate roles in class is important for
establishing class rapport and maintaining a positive and effective learning environment in the
classroom.

How do we use language appropriately for classroom functions? Classroom functions are the purposes
for which we use language in the classroom. These functions are many and varied, for example
explaining and instructing. For each classroom function there are different exponents we can use. The
choice of exponent depends on the learning context and purpose, the learners’ needs, their age and
level. When we choose language that is right for the situation and our audience, we say that we use
language appropriately.

Let’s look at the some of the functions and exponents of teacher language in the sample in detail.

Getting learners’ attention. “Stand up, Adam’, ‘Stand up, Evi”. The teacher is getting the
learners’ attention at the beginning of the sequence. The teacher wants everyone to listen and wants
Adam and Evi to stand up. There are different times in a lesson when we need to get the learners’
attention, for example, when we close an activity or when we want learners to look at the board. We
usually keep these utterances short, and very often teachers develop their different classes.

Instructing. OK, Adam will ask and Evi will answer / read this one. /look at Adam /Brenda, look at
Shona /Look at each other when you ask questions.

The teacher gives learners instructions throughout the teaching sequence: before they start, during the
activity (the instructions at this point are about non-linguistic behavior) and at the end as a reminder.
The language of instructions often uses the imperative, even with higher-level / older learners.

Modelling. Welcome / May | borrow your pencil, please?
The teacher models (gives a clear example of the target language) at two points in this teaching
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sequence. It is important, when we model language orally, that we say only what we want learners to
repeat, as the teacher does here. In the first example Brenda (the learner) repeats the word welcome
after the teacher has said it. In the second example, the teacher provides a model of the structure for the
whole class, but they don’t repeat it immediately.

In this teaching sequence the modelling is oral. We also model language in writing. We can guess that
there is a written model on the board in this teaching sequence as the teacher says read this one.

Encouraging and instructing. Now come on, Evi. / Brenda, a bit louder. Learners are often lacking in
confidence and shy about speaking in front of the class. We can encourage them by using language
which makes them feel positive about what they can do and which reduces their level of anxiety. We
sometimes also have to tell them what to do (instructing).

Nominating. Oh er, Shona (pause) and (pause) Brenda (pause).

This is just one example of nominating (choosing and naming one learner to speak or do a particular
task) in this teaching sequence. We use learners’ names for a number of reasons, for example to get
their attention, to make them feel we know who they are, to make sure that different learners answer.

Prompting a learner to continue. Come on, Shona, ask...

Prompting (helping learners think of ideas or remember a word or phrase or what to do) can sometimes
be quite similar to encouraging. When we prompt we provide words, phrases, ideas or even time to help
the learner continue or remember what to say. This means we sometimes leave our utterance unfinished
for the learner to finish it for us as in this example.

There is a range of different exponents for each classroom function. The exponents that teachers choose
depend on the context, age and language level of the learners and the formality or informality of the
teaching situation.The exponents that teacher use must always be appropriate for the situation.

Most of the time, teachers are able to communicate their message successfully to the learners using the
target language, accompanied by gestures where appropriate. However, in some situations, particularly
with young learners and with beginner or elementary learners, it may be necessary for the teacher to use
the mother tongue or LI from time. These situations include:

» Problems with discipline. For example, the teacher needs to quickly stop a situation from getting out
of control.

» Possible injury or danger to a learner, for example the teacher notices that a learner’s chair is
broken.

» Looking after a learner, for example a learner is very upset for personal reasons.

» Repeating instructions in LI after they have been given in the target language, for example with a
beginner young learner group.

» Checking understanding of more abstract vocabulary, for example with an advanced class.

It is not a good idea for teachers to use more LI in the classroom than is necessary. If they do, learners
can become more unwilling to use the target language because they are used to hearing (and perhaps
using) LI.

Another way of focusing on new language is through Test-teach-test. In this, the teacher first gives
learners a task that requires them to use target language. If this activity shows that the students don't
know how to use the target language, the teacher will then present the new language, then give the
students another task to practice the new language. Il the first task shows that the students already know
the target language sufficiently well, the teacher will move on to something else.

You can see that all the presentation techniques contextualize target language i.e. they put the language
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in a context which shows its meaning. The context can be provided by building a situation, using a
listening or reading text, doing a task, using realia, mime (using the body and no words to convey
meaning). When learners learn target language they need to know what it means. Contextualizing aims
to help learners to notice and understand meaning. While all the techniques focus on the meaning of the
target language they may not all focus so much on its form. For example, PPP and guided discovery
focus on form and meaning, whereas task-based presentations focus more on meaning.
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