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ABSTRACT

KEYWORDS

This study reports on EFL teachers’ self-reported teaching practices aimed
at stimulating students’ language awareness. It investigates whether, and
to what extent, awareness-raising practices are currently implemented in
EFL secondary education in the Netherlands, how these practices can be
characterised, and how awareness-raising practices can be developed
and further integrated into foreign language education. In a semistructured interview, 10 teachers were asked to provide examples which
they believed stimulated students’ awareness of language. A total of 41
teaching practices were collected. Analysis of teaching practices
revealed that approximately half of all self-reported practices could be
characterised as awareness-raising. These practices often integrated
multiple topics, included authentic contexts, back-and-forth interaction
and provided students with the opportunity to reﬂect on their own and
other students’ language diﬃculties. At the same time, numerous
practices which were reported as awareness-raising could not yet be
characterised as such, indicating that teachers’ notion of what
constitutes an awareness-raising practice may be incomplete.
Nevertheless, these practices provide interesting leads for awarenessraising opportunities. In sum, the analysis of practices presents a
valuable opportunity for teachers to discuss their notion of awarenessraising practices. In addition, such an analysis could support teachers in
adjusting their own teaching practices.

Language awareness;
teaching practices; foreign
language teaching;
curriculum reform; EFL
education; secondary
education

Introduction
Numerous curriculum reforms are currently taking place across the world (e.g. Finland (FNBE 2015),
Australia (ACARA 2014), Norway (NDET 2019), the Netherlands (Curriculum.nu 2018)). They all have in
common that they are close-ﬁtted with (changes in) modern society and that they aim to equip students with the knowledge, skills and attitudes necessary for their sustaining academic performance
(e.g. Green, Hammer and Star 2009) and their post-academic professional development (e.g. OECD
2018). In light of these changes, language curricula are also being adapted to meet the challenges
of today’s rapidly changing society. Similar to reforms in other international contexts, language
awareness (ALA n.d.) has gained renewed interest in the Netherlands and is also given a central
role in shaping new foreign language curricula.
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In this study, we will explore a language awareness approach in the context of Dutch upper-secondary teaching of English as a foreign language (EFL). As teachers play a signiﬁcant role in the actual
implementation and success of a new approach, it is important to investigate their practices with
regard to such an approach (Li 2016). The success of curriculum reforms often depends on the compatibility with the existing educational context and the amount of support teachers receive to implement
such an approach (Waters and Vilches 2008). Furthermore, teachers’ understanding of the new approach
constitutes a key aspect to successful change (Humphries and Burns 2015). In this study, we will, therefore, explore teachers’ self-reported teaching practices to investigate whether, and if so, how and to
what extent, language awareness is present in the current secondary EFL classroom in the Netherlands.

Thinking skills and foreign language learning
In order to advance students’ thinking and learning within a particular school subject, a better understanding of how teachers (could) implement and stimulate such thinking skills in the domain-speciﬁc
context of their everyday teaching is needed (Abrami et al. 2015; Ten Dam and Volman 2004). Thinking skills involve processes such as interpreting, analysing, formulating thoughts, reasoning, evaluating and making decisions (Moseley et al. 2005). As such, these skills also play an essential role in the
language learning process (Waters 2006). Recent research places increased emphasis on the development of thinking skills in foreign language education (Wright et al. 2015). Such skills can
support students’ language development by helping them to communicate in the foreign language
and provide opportunities to creatively use the language (Alnofaie 2013; Carter 2004). At the same
time, they can facilitate the learning process by drawing inferences, considering other perspectives,
reﬂecting on links between languages and the student’s language learning process (Hawkins 1984;
Lin and Mackay 2004). These skills take centre stage in a language awareness approach which
aims to stimulate students’ thinking about language.

Language awareness
Language awareness, deﬁned as ‘explicit knowledge about language, and conscious perception and
sensitivity in language learning, language teaching and language use’ (ALA n.d.), is an approach that
‘attempts to develop learners’ explicit understanding of language as well as an awareness of their
own learning by involving them in discovery-oriented tasks’ (Borg 1994: 62). By doing so, a language
awareness approach can contribute to the development of students’ thinking skills within the foreign
language subjects, can support students in gaining insight into their own language learning process,
and help them connect the various aspects of language learning.
Language awareness covers a wide spectrum of ﬁelds, including cognitive, social, power, aﬀective
and performance domains (James and Garrett 2013). Two of these domains, the cognitive and the
social domain, appear to dominate language awareness research (Frijns et al. 2018). Topics ﬁtting
in with these domains and frequently addressed in language awareness research include the four
language skills, language structure (grammar, vocabulary), multilingualism, linguistic and cultural
diversity, and citizenship (Frijns et al. 2018; Svalberg 2015).
Language awareness is operationalised by domain-speciﬁc processes such as analysing and
reﬂecting on forms and functions of language, applying new insights and knowledge to new
languages, sharing perceptions about language and discussing (other students’) ideas (e.g. Bolitho
et al. 2003; Garrett and Cots 2018). Svalberg (2015) has named such processes ‘engagement with
language’. Whether engagement occurs in classroom practice is largely determined by the level of
teacher language awareness (TLA; Andrews 2007). In other words, the implementation of language
awareness in the classroom depends on the teacher’s ability to provide instruction that engages
and supports students in their language learning process and to recognise possibilities to generate
discussion about language (Lindahl and Baecher 2016; Wright 2002). It is for this reason that this
study examines teachers’ self-reported language awareness practices.
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Language awareness practices
Successful language awareness practices can be identiﬁed by several instructional components (Borg
1994; Svalberg 2007; Wright and Bolitho 1993), the most important of which include talking (analytically) about language, verbalising ideas, engaging students, involving them in student-centred discovery and exploration, and autonomous learning. These instructional components can roughly be
divided into a situational and an operational category. Situational awareness-raising components
describe the learning environment in which a teaching practice is situated (Baeten et al. 2010;
Cannon and Newble 2000; Smit, de Brabander and Martens 2014). An awareness-raising learning
environment includes aspects such as authentic contexts, facilitating student-centred discovery
and exploration, autonomous learning and student engagement (Borg 1994; Smit et al. 2014; Svalberg 2007; Wright and Bolitho 1993). Its counterpart, a non-awareness-raising learning environment,
includes teacher-centred instruction, focuses mostly on outcomes and often includes working with
typical coursebook exercises (Smit et al. 2014). In this study, an awareness-raising learning environment is labelled as ‘student-centred’, and a non-awareness-raising learning environment as ‘teachercentred’. Operational awareness-raising components describe the process of talking about language,
also called ‘languaging’. Languaging is deﬁned as ‘the process of making meaning and shaping
knowledge and experience through language’ (Swain 2006: 89), that is by talking (analytically)
about languages, verbalising thoughts and through interaction and discussion (Abrami et al. 2015;
Borg 1994). In this study, languaging is marked as ‘present’ for awareness-raising instruction and
as ‘absent’ for non-awareness-raising instruction. Learning environment and languaging as instructional components are further elaborated in the methodology section.

Aim and research question
The aim of this study is to investigate teachers’ self-reported language awareness practices in a secondary school EFL context. We aim to investigate, from a teacher’s perspective, whether such practices are currently enacted in EFL education and if so, what type of practices teachers engage with.
The study aims to answer the following research questions:
(1) What language awareness examples do EFL teachers report from their own teaching practices?
(2) How can these practices be characterised in terms of learning environment and languaging as
awareness-raising instructional components?

Methodology
A qualitative, interpretive approach (Creswell and Poth 2018) was chosen to collect and analyse teachers’ self-reported practices. This approach was chosen because it seeks to understand a phenomenon from an individual’s perspective and best facilitates the construction of an in-depth
understanding of teachers’ everyday classroom practices. The study focuses on teaching practices
in Dutch upper-secondary pre-university level EFL classes with students aged 16–18 years old.

Participants
Ten in-service EFL teachers participated in this study. Teachers were recruited via the network associated with the ﬁrst author’s teacher training institute. An informative e-mail explaining the aim of the
study was sent to numerous schools and teachers. Participating teachers were purposely selected
after declaring their interest in and familiarity with the topic of language awareness and their motivation to participate in this study. They were between 29 and 64 years old and had between 7 and 40
years’ teaching experience. They all possessed a Master’s degree in EFL teaching.
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Data collection and procedures
Self-reported teaching practices were collected by means of a semi-structured interview. By collecting
qualitative self-reported practices, we aimed to elicit examples that arose directly from teachers’ own
teaching context and were linked to their personal experiences. Each interview lasted approximately
one hour and followed directly or shortly after attending a video-recorded open lesson. The lesson
was used to get acquainted with the teacher and to obtain a ﬁrst grasp of possible awarenessraising teaching practices in an upper-secondary EFL setting (Creswell and Poth 2018). Field notes
were taken during each lesson. During the interview, we ﬁrst asked teachers if an awareness-raising
practice had occurred in the lesson, and if so, to describe this practice. After describing the awareness-raising practice(s) from the lesson, we asked the teacher to describe additional practices which
had previously occurred in the same class. We used open-ended questions so that participants
could best voice their experiences (Creswell and Poth 2018). Furthermore, we emphasised that the
interview was not an assessment of their teaching practices but a means to gain insight into the
way teachers who acknowledged the importance of language awareness portrayed awarenessraising practices. Notes were taken during each interview and each interview was audio-recorded
and transcribed.

Data analysis
Selection of teaching practices
Teaching practices were selected from the interview data when a lesson, strategy or activity was described
which, according to the teacher, was awareness-raising. Together, teachers reported 41 teaching practices
with an average of four practices per teacher. A practice was only demarcated as such when a clear beginning (e.g. an interview question) and end (e.g. switch to a new topic or new question) was observed.

Analysis of teaching practices
Teaching practices were analysed by means of two instructional components considered fundamental to awareness-raising instruction: learning environment and languaging (e.g. Abrami et al. 2015;
Borg 1994; Smit et al. 2014; Swain 2006). These instructional components were further subdivided
into two categories and could be identiﬁed by means of ﬁve indicators with corresponding descriptors. Learning environment was subdivided into the categories student-centred and teacher-centred
(see Table 1). Languaging was categorised as either being present or absent (Table 2).
Data analysis consisted of ﬁve phases. First of all, a list of learning environment and languaging
indicators was composed in order to be able to systematically analyse teaching practices. Indicators
were based on tangible characteristics, from the generic thinking skills literature as well as domainspeciﬁc language awareness literature, relevant to awareness-raising instruction (Abrami et al. 2015;
Borg 1994; Moseley et al. 2005; Savery and Duﬀy 1996; Smit et al. 2014; Swain 2006). Then, descriptors
for each of the indicators were composed. All indicators and descriptors were thoroughly and iteratively discussed with the second author to ensure clarity and eliminate redundancy. Scientiﬁc rigour
was maintained by the use of researcher triangulation (Creswell and Poth 2018).
Second, the ﬁrst and second author coded a random twenty percent of all teaching practices individually. Indicators were coded if they were described as such in a teaching practice. For instance, a
practice in which an authentic activity was described was coded ‘LE1:s’, with LE1 indicating the ﬁrst
learning environment indicator and ‘s’ indicating the student-centred category to this indicator. An indicator was not coded if it was not described in a practice (e.g. examples of ‘LE5: assessment’ were only
mentioned in one-third of the practices, and were consequently not always coded). In case aspects of a
teaching practice were insuﬃciently described in the interview, ﬁeld notes and videotaped lessons
were used to determine the category. Finally, a teaching practice was assigned a certain category
when the indicators of that category were dominant over the indicators of the other category.
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Table 1. Learning environment characteristics (student-centred vs. teacher-centred) and corresponding descriptors.
Learning environment (LE)
LE1: Type of task
LE2: Student’s
role
LE3: Teacher’s
role
LE4: Materials
LE5: Assessment

Student-centred (s)
Problem-based, authentic context, input or activities,
contextualised knowledge or content, open-ended
questions
Active role, responsible for learning process, explores
content, provides input, autonomous
Coach, expert, facilitator during learning process,
supports and monitors learning process
Teacher, coursebook, extra materials (e.g. Internet,
YouTube, newspaper, music, personal experiences)
Reﬂection on product and process with focus on
possibilities for improvement

Teacher-centred (t)
Decontextualised knowledge or content, focus on
learning the content, close-ended questions
Passive role, knowledge transferred from teacher
to student, dependent
Teacher provides instruction, presents
information, controls learning process
Teacher, coursebook
Focus on content or outcome

Table 2. Languaging characteristics (present vs. absent) and corresponding descriptors.
Languaging (LAN)
Present (p)
LAN1: Type of
task
LAN2:
Interaction
LAN3: Student’s
activity
LAN4: Teacher’s
activity
LAN5: Form

Absent (a)

Focus on thinking process, explaining thoughts

Focus on outcome, transmitting content

Back-and-forth interaction, (e.g. student-teacher, studentstudent, teacher-class)
Stimulated to verbalise thoughts, discuss language, share
ideas
Provides opportunities to students to discuss and talk

No interaction or limited, uni-directional
interaction (e.g. teacher-student)
Not stimulated to verbalise thoughts, work in
silence
Provides answers, explanations

E.g. whole-class discussion, teacher-led discussion, individual
teacher-student discussion, student-student discussion,
peer-feedback

E.g. individual student work, group work,
teacher-led instruction or explanation, selffeedback

Third, after individually coding the practices, the ﬁrst and second author compared and discussed
the assignment of the codes. Cohen’s Kappa (1960) was calculated for both instructional components
which resulted in a strong to very strong level of agreement (κ = .83 for languaging and κ = .92 for
learning environment). Remaining ambiguities were resolved through discussion (for example, in
case of code disagreement). All remaining practices were then coded by the ﬁrst author.
Fourth, teaching practices were grouped according to their assigned categories, that is, learning
environment could be categorised as student-centred or teacher-centred, and languaging could be
categorised as present or absent. This results in four combined categories: (1) awareness-raising (LE:s
+ LAN:p), (2) awareness-raising learning environment (LE:s + LAN:a), (3) awareness-raising languaging
(LE:t + LAN:p) and (4) non-awareness-raising (LE:t + LAN:a). All teaching practices could be assigned to
any of the four categories. After categorisation, the content of each practice was also analysed.
Finally, four representative teaching practices, one for each of the four categories, were selected to
be described in greater detail. All practices were chosen after a thorough discussion with the second
author and provide an adequate reﬂection of each category. Teaching practices were narrated into a
comprehensive summary using interview data as the primary source. Each summary was written
based on the indicators as explained above. After creating the summaries, ﬁeldnotes and lesson
quotes were used supplementary to the interview data to complete the summary. The four
chosen practices are elaborated upon in the results section.

Results
The ﬁrst part of the results section focuses on the categorisation of teaching practices and the
content of these practices, and thus seeks to answer the ﬁrst research question. The second part
of this section addresses the second research question by providing an in-depth analysis of four
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teaching practices categorised using learning environment and languaging indicators as essential
components of awareness-raising instruction.

Categorisation and content of teaching practices
We asked teachers to report examples from their own teaching practices which they considered to
be awareness-raising. Analysis of practices revealed that almost half of the practices could be categorised as awareness-raising (learning environment: student-centred and languaging: present).
From all remaining practices, most did not meet the characteristics of awareness-raising instruction
(learning environment: teacher-centred and languaging: absent). Some practices did, however,
show partial awareness-raising characteristics, for either the learning environment (learning
environment: student-centred and languaging: absent) or the languaging component (learning
environment: teacher-centred and languaging: present). This by no means implies that these teaching practices per se were inferior to the ones categorised as awareness-raising. Rather, according to
our analyses, they simply did not include suﬃcient characteristics to be considered awarenessraising.
After categorising and summarising all practices, another noteworthy observation was revealed.
Teaching practices categorised as having a student-centred learning approach almost always integrated multiple topics, whereas practices categorised as teacher-centred were generally concerned
with only one topic. Student-centred practices mostly focused on language skills (reading and
writing) or literature. These topics were then combined with additional topics such as vocabulary,
history or another language skill. For example, literature formed the main topic of practice 6.3, but
history, phonology and vocabulary were considered as additional topics because the literary piece
was placed in a historical context and Old English was compared with present-day Dutch phonology
and vocabulary. The connection between topics ‘helps students to connect the diﬀerent aspects of
language’ and by doing so, ‘these aspects make more sense to them’ (teacher 9). Teacher-centred
practices predominantly contained grammar or reading as the only topic dealt with. For an overview
of self-reported teaching practices and the topic(s) covered in these practices, see Table 3. Again, the
categorisation in Table 3 is based on teachers’ own description and therefore reﬂects how each of
them framed and implemented language awareness in his or her classroom.

Characterising awareness-raising practices: learning environment and languaging
In this section, we discuss four practices representative for each of the four categories given in Table
3. The four practices are narrated in a comprehensive summary below. Each practice is composed of
numbered parts and is followed by an explanation. The ﬁrst example illustrates an awareness-raising
practice. The second is partly awareness-raising on learning environment components, whereas the
third example is partly awareness-raising on the languaging components. The fourth example is
characterised as non-awareness-raising.
(1) Practice 1.2: ‘Bring the world into the classroom’ (Awareness-raising: student-centred and languaging present)
Practice 1.2 exempliﬁes a grade 11 pre-university practice. Vocabulary played a central role, but
several other topics were given attention as well.
(1) The teacher described a practice in which the prescribed coursebook chapter focused on the theme ‘happy’.
The teacher, however, did not want students to just ﬁll in coursebook exercises. Instead, a whole-class discussion
formed the main part of the class in which the coursebook’s vocabulary, reading and grammar exercises were
integrated throughout the discussion. ‘The coursebook should only be a sourcebook. As a teacher, you choose
your topic(s) and then you talk, read and write about it’. (2) The teacher explained that his approach was a
key aspect in raising students’ language awareness. ‘The most important to me is the format I introduced a
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Table 3. Overview of self-reported teaching practices (n = 41), divided into four combined categories and topic(s) covered in each
practice.
1. Awareness-raising (Student-centred and languaging present, n = 17)
Practice
1.1a
5.6
5.7
6.3
7.1
2.2
4.1
4.2
4.4
6.2
9.1
1.2b
1.3
5.1
3.3
5.4
5.5

Main topic of practice
Literature
Literature
Literature
Literature
Literature
Reading
Reading
Reading
Reading
Reading
Reading
Speaking
Speaking
Speaking
Speaking
Vocabulary
Grammar

Additional topic(s) described in practice
Writing, reading, listening, speaking, grammar
Culture, reading, history
Vocabulary, reading
History, phonology, vocabulary
Vocabulary, grammar, semantics, phonology
Writing
Vocabulary
Literature, news
Literature
Writing
Vocabulary
Reading, grammar, vocabulary
Literature, history
Writing
Phonology, history, literature, media
Speaking, reading, writing

2. Awareness-raising learning environment (Student-centred and languaging absent, n = 4)
3.1
3.2
6.1b
9.4

Writing
Writing
Writing
Writing

Vocabulary, reading
Reading, listening, grammar
Reading
Grammar, vocabulary, literature, history

3. Awareness-raising languaging (Teacher-centred and languaging present, n = 1)
4.3b

Reading
4. Non-awareness-raising (Teacher-centred and languaging absent, n = 19)

Grammar
2.1b
3.4
Grammar
5.2
Grammar
5.3
Grammar
6.4
Grammar
7.2
Grammar
7.5
Grammar
8.1
Grammar
8.4
Grammar
7.3
Reading
History
7.4
Reading
9.2
Reading
9.3
Reading
2.3
Vocabulary
6.5
Vocabulary
10.1
Vocabulary
8.2
Vocabulary
Reading
8.3
Literature
Writing, listening
10.2
Writing
a
Numbers (1–10) before period refer to a teacher; numbers after period refer to a particular practice (i.e. practice 1.1 refers to
teacher #1 and the ﬁrst practice described by this teacher).
b
Selected teaching practices.

couple of years ago, for example: change places, work in pairs, discuss in pairs and then discuss together. And
also, bring the world into the classroom, personalise your classes’. (3) The teacher explained the importance of
his role in guiding such discussions: ‘By asking students particular questions, I prompt them to use certain
words or structures’. He explained that the way you unwrap things in the classroom is essential: ‘I presented ‘happiness’ as a more general topic and, as unlike the coursebook exercises, the discussion questions then stimulate
the academic way of thinking about language’. (4) In the ﬁnal part of this practice, students explicitly discussed
the use and meaning of aﬃxes with their peer(s). Students had implicitly used those words in the discussion and
were now stimulated to ﬁgure out the form and meaning themselves by means of an exploratory discussion. The
teacher concluded by saying that he worked like this in almost every class: ‘We connect a topic to various skills
and then initiate a discussion’.
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Practice 1.2 was characterised as awareness-raising because of a student-centred learning
environment as well as the presence of languaging. Students were given an active role and were
stimulated to discuss topics that were relevant and meaningful to them (parts 1, 2). The teacher facilitated the discussion by prompting the right questions, which led to back-and-forth interaction
between students, and between students and teacher (3). On the one hand, the teacher controlled
the learning process by deciding about the actions taken. On the other hand, he stimulated the students’ learning process by giving them an active role (2). Students’ thinking was guided from thinking
individually, to sharing ideas with another peer and eventually sharing ideas in a whole-class discussion. The teacher deliberately and consciously engaged in this type of teaching and learning (1, 4).
(2) Practice 6.1: ‘Reﬂection in action’ (Awareness-raising learning environment: student-centred and
languaging absent)
Practice 6.1 is an example from a grade 11 pre-university class. The following excerpt illustrates a
writing practice combined with aspects of reading and grammar.
(1) The teacher described raising awareness of the content and structure of an application letter as the practice’s
main goal. Teacher’s instruction was brief and students were given one hour to write the assignment: ‘Guys, you
are going to write an application letter today. Carefully read the assignment and deliberately think about the
content and what you want to write. Do not talk through your hat’. (2) The teacher expressed that reﬂection
on language is an important aspect in writing. What I usually do, when I have the time, is that I take in all the
writing assignments and hand them out to other students who have to assess their peer’s assignment. Then
usually I tell them to look at the lay-out ﬁrst, what do you notice? Then check the contractions, the verbs, etc.,
do they spot mistakes? Then mark them. Then I will take all assignments again and hand them back to the
student who wrote it. (3) She added that, due to time limitations, this is not a practice she engaged in on a
regular basis. However, she concluded by saying that she would like to do such practices more often because
she realised it helped students in the development of their writing skills. ‘At some point, students then realise
what they can improve, just by examining other students’ work. Because they are consciously focusing on
their peers’ work, it suddenly catches their attention’.

Practice 6.1 illustrates how the teacher made use of authentic activities and made students
responsible for their own learning process (part 1). The task itself, however, did not stimulate interaction and the teacher did not provide opportunities for students to discuss. Students, however, were
stimulated to explore the content themselves, while the teacher acted as a coach on the side (2). The
teacher encouraged students to reﬂect on the language in their own and their peers’ work, yet the
reﬂection was predominantly focused on the outcome and there was limited to no interaction
between students or between the teacher and students about the underlying thoughts or arguments
(2). The teacher herself realised that such a task was beneﬁcial for students’ writing development
because they actively reﬂected on their own and their peers’ writing (3). However, mainly due to
time constraints, no discussion among or between students and teachers was included in order to
reach a better understanding (3).
(3) Practice 4.3: ‘Tackle a text mathematically’ (Awareness-raising languaging: teacher-centred and
languaging present)
Practice 4.3 is an example from a grade 10 pre-university class. Reading skills were given a central
role.
(1) The teacher aimed to raise students’ awareness of linguistic elements when reading a newspaper article.
Generally, the teacher starts text analysis by interpreting the larger picture, which he does by asking questions
about the topic in a classroom discussion. Gradually, then, he narrows his focus: ‘So I talk about the way a text
is structured, per paragraph or per sentence. If you demonstrate that with positive and negative symbols in
the margins, tackle it very mathematically, then you notice that students understand it more easily’. (2) Two
exercises were provided: students individually completed exercises that belonged to the article and in the
meantime, the teacher walked around and invited students over to his desk to discuss questions with him.
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‘I usually invite students over in pairs or groups of four. Then I ask them questions and they have to tell me
what they think it is. So, for example, I point out a verb in the text and they have to tell me the derived noun
or adjective form’. (3) He explained that he found it very important for students to understand the structure of
a text, which is why he often discussed these aspects in class: I take a piece of text and then explain the
structure and elements of a text. Why is this written here, where does this word refer to, why is it structured
this way? I demonstrate this in class so that they know how it works. Afterwards, I let them work in pairs so
that they can work together on a new text and discuss and explain aspects to one another. I want them to
ask questions and discuss the same elements together.

Practice 4.3 was typiﬁed as teacher-centred in which, overall, languaging was present. Generally,
it was the teacher who controlled the learning process: the teacher started class by presenting students the bigger picture of the text (part 1), decided which exercises were done (2) and prompted
students to focus on the correct content (3). At the same time, the teacher encouraged students to
discuss and share their ideas about language and linguistic aspects with the teacher (2) and with
their peers (3). Whereas it was the teacher who guided the interaction, the discussions were
mostly characterised by back-and-forth discussions, sharing of ideas and focus on students’
thoughts. Even though some questions were close-ended and mostly focused on the outcome
(2), the discussion was focused on questioning, noticing and explaining thoughts rather than
ﬁnding the correct answer.
(4) Practice 2.1: ‘Grammar is a necessary evil’ (Non-awareness-raising: teacher-centred and languaging
absent)
Practice 2.1 exempliﬁes a practice in a grade 11 pre-university class. This excerpt illustrates a practice that revolves around grammar.
(1) The teacher illustrated a practice about the passive voice. Even though the teacher believed that teaching
grammar should not be part of upper-secondary EFL teaching anymore, she described this practice as a topic
that requires a lot of awareness-raising: ‘Grammar is a necessary evil and students really want to have that
explained really well, so I spend ample time on this’. (2) She described a typical awareness-raising grammar practice as follows: I have a PowerPoint presentation that I designed in such a way that I think I can explain the passive
the best possible way. And I have noticed because I have been explaining the passive for goodness knows how
long now that this is the best way, for me at least. (3) After completing the exercises, students remarked that they
still experienced diﬃculties and did not understand what they had done. When the teacher reﬂected on students’
lack of understanding, she said:
It remains a question whether they understand it now, but again, this is grade 11, at some point they just have to
understand. But even after explaining it eight times, they still ﬁnd it diﬃcult. Sometimes it seems like they have
never heard it before and then I think, this cannot be true. (4) She concluded by saying that she does not always
understand where these diﬃculties come from. You know what I ﬁnd strange? When they have to write an essay
in English, they actually already know the structure for an argumentative or analytical piece, because they have
learned that in Dutch class, but then all of a sudden it seems as if they have forgotten it all, really strange, because
it is the exact same as in Dutch … As if it is still diﬀerent after all?

Practice 2.1 was characterised as a teacher-centred practice in which languaging was absent. The
teacher explained how she used a PowerPoint presentation, which was predominantly focused on
quickly transmitting content from teacher to students (parts 1, 2). The content of this practice was
decontextualised, the PowerPoint presented just the rule and an overview of the diﬀerences and
was presented from a teacher’s perspective (2). When talking about students’ diﬃculties the
teacher explained that she was not thoroughly convinced whether students had understood the
subject matter (3) yet at the same time she did not seem to understand where students’ questions
originated from (4).
In sum, all teachers elaborated on several teaching practices which they believed contributed to
the development of students’ language awareness. Altogether, these practices included a wide
variety of topics, ranging from reading to grammar to literature, and were often combined with
other topics (most student-centred practices) or reported in isolation (most teacher-centred
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practices). The majority of practices focused on topics related to language acquisition, such as
grammar and language skills. Furthermore, the enactment of practices in terms of learning environment and languaging diﬀered greatly and determined whether a practice could be categorised as
awareness-raising.

Discussion
Grounded in teachers’ own practices, this study investigated whether awareness-raising practices are
currently present in EFL education. A total of 41 teaching practices were collected by means of a semistructured interview and analysed using learning environment (student-centred or teacher-centred)
and languaging (present or absent) as instructional components. In general, the majority of practices
could be categorised as awareness-raising (student-centred, languaging present, frequently containing reading, writing or literature) or non-awareness-raising (teacher-centred, languaging absent, frequently containing reading or grammar). Some practices were considered awareness-raising on one
of the instructional components (either learning environment or languaging).

Content of teaching practices
The majority of practices described in this study focused on aspects of language acquisition. That
is, about half of the practices included one of the four language skills as their main topic. In our
study, 21 out of 41 teaching practices were related to these skills. Reading skills were most prominent, which might not come as a surprise considering that the ﬁnal secondary school EFL exam in
the Netherlands is a reading comprehension exam and therefore the development of reading skills
is often prioritised and frequently practiced. Reading was followed by writing and then speaking,
whereas listening, as the main topic, was absent. Beside these four skills, language structure
(grammar and vocabulary) was addressed frequently. These ﬁndings are in line with reviews by
Svalberg (2015) and Sierens et al. (2018), who also found that most topics in language awareness
research were related to language acquisition aspects, such as language skills, grammar and vocabulary. Even though language as a phenomenon is signiﬁcantly broader than language acquisition
alone and the ﬁeld of language awareness also covers multiple domains, the practices as reported
in this study seem to predominantly focus on aspects of language acquisition and, as a result,
conform to the cognitive and performance domains of language awareness (James and Garrett
2013).
Linguistic variety, a topic frequently found by Svalberg (2015), was only marginally addressed in
teaching practices in this study, which might imply that teachers in this study do not consider linguistic variety as an element of a language awareness approach. As opposed to other studies, literature practices were mentioned by some teachers in our study and were the only topic mentioned
which did not primarily deal with the language acquisition process. As literature often provides multiple opportunities to connect to other EFL domains, it seems a valuable topic in awareness-raising
practices (Bloemert, Jansen, and van de Grift, 2016). In our study, it was frequently combined with
history, vocabulary, or culture (e.g. a Shakespeare piece which was not only analysed on its literary
aspects but also compared grammar and vocabulary to variants in modern English and Dutch
translations).
Our ﬁndings reveal that the social domain of language awareness, which together with the cognitive domain forms the two main strands of language awareness research (Frijns et al. 2018), has
received limited attention in awareness-raising practices so far. Moreover, this study elaborates on
ﬁndings from an earlier study on teachers’ beliefs about language awareness, in which teachers’
beliefs also predominantly corresponded with the cognitive and performance domains (van den
Broek et al. 2018). More research into teachers’ beliefs and existing or desired awareness-raising practices would be needed to uncover potential for the implementation of language awareness through
domains other than the cognitive and performance domain in EFL teaching practices.
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Instructional components
Two instructional components were analysed to evaluate teaching practices aimed at stimulating students’ language awareness: learning environment and languaging.

Learning environment
Student-centred and teacher-centred practices appeared to be equally present (21 and 20 practices,
respectively). Student-centred practices were characterised by authentic context, active student
involvement and inquiry-based learning. Whereas a student-centred learning environment is
claimed to be essential in awareness-raising instruction (Borg 1994; Svalberg 2007), studentcentred and inquiry-based teaching approaches have to date mostly been investigated in the
science subjects. Moreover, recent meta-analyses in the science subjects have shown that student
involvement and inquiry-based teaching positively contribute to student learning (e.g. Furtak et al.
2012; Lazonder and Harmsen 2016). These results invite further empirical research on student learning in awareness-raising learning environments in the EFL classroom.
In this study, practices characterised as teacher-centred present most opportunities for change.
Most teacher-centred practices included decontextualised ﬁll-in-the-blanks exercises, were primarily
focused on achieving correct outcomes, and were largely related to the teaching of grammar. Nevertheless, grammar is one of the most prominent topics in awareness-raising instruction and language
awareness research and thus oﬀers various opportunities for a student-centred approach (Svalberg
2015; Watson 2015). Accordingly, small adjustments to teacher-centred practices in this study
could lead to such practices becoming student-centred, inquiry-based practices. Taking a closer
look at the grammar practices coded as teacher-centred, we see that they generally adopted a
form-focused instruction. Most grammar practices in this study involved the teacher-centred focus
on forms (FonFs) approach, where linguistic structures are dealt with individually (Loewen 2018).
In this study, many teachers commented that students often produced correct forms in coursebook
exercises, yet experienced diﬃculties in correctly applying these forms in context. A more studentcentred focus on form (FonF) approach might then be a more beneﬁcial awareness-raising approach
to grammar teaching, as it draws attention to linguistic elements in a meaningful, communicative
context (Nassaji and Fotos 2010) actively involves students, and facilitates students’ learning
process (Gass, Svetics and Lemelin 2003). Additionally, it allows teachers to engage students in interactive classroom discourse and to encourage talking about language (Walsh 2011), another important component for awareness-raising instruction.

Languaging
Teaching practices were rather evenly distributed for the presence and absence of languaging (18
and 23 practices, respectively). Practices in which languaging was present were predominantly
characterised by whole-class discussions in which the teacher posed questions and stimulated students to discuss these questions together. Practices in which languaging was marked as absent
often included uni-directional instruction or explanation. Grammar, reading and writing exercises
were frequently marked as practices containing little or no instances of languaging, while this
study, in line with previous research, has shown that these topics are perfectly suitable for students
to talk about (in fact, several reading practices in this study were categorised as containing languaging, see Table 3). Generally, the diﬀerence between the presence and absence of languaging could
be explained by the amount of guidance presented by the teacher. This is in line with other research
on thinking and learning which conﬁrms that teacher guidance, such as scaﬀolding and modelling,
leads to better student performance (Lazonder and Harmsen 2016; Van de Pol, Volman and Beishuizen 2010).
In this study, languaging practices often started with a modelling exercise in which the teacher
demonstrated how to analyse and discuss linguistic aspects. For example, one teacher projected
two essays on the whiteboard, and subsequently asked students to discuss the diﬀerences and
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reﬂect on these. Swain (2006) elaborated on a similar example and found evidence that learning
eﬀects of such languaging practices were found when students rewrote their original work based
on the feedback exchanged. In our study, similar follow-up activities were sometimes observed as
well, although teachers often claimed to have insuﬃcient time to actually achieve this. Overall,
most opportunities for languaging in this study, in spoken as well as written form, were related to
the type of feedback provided. Reading and writing exercises that lacked (instances of) languaging
did, for example, include peer-feedback, yet this feedback was often limited to error feedback. Minor
adjustments in peer-feedback strategies could result in a collaborative dialogue among students.
That way, more languaging opportunities are created that, at a later stage, could possibly increase
students’ reading or writing awareness (Swain and Lapkin 2002).
In sum, this study provides a detailed insight into what Dutch upper-secondary EFL teachers perceive as awareness-raising practices and how they engage with these practices in education. Whilst
the generalisability of the ﬁndings may be limited by the sample size (10 teachers and 41 practices),
many of the examples highlighted in this study do reﬂect issues, topics and practices that are encountered and dealt with by many other EFL teachers. Analysing data from more teachers would oﬀer
more opportunities for in-depth analyses. Nonetheless, we strongly believe that this study constitutes
a valuable contribution to the understanding of the occurrence of awareness-raising teaching practices in upper-secondary EFL education.
Our results revealed that approximately half of the practices could be characterised as awarenessraising. This seems to indicate that, despite the fact that teachers in this study were familiar with
language awareness, their understanding of what constitutes an awareness-raising practice is not
always adequate (Humphries and Burns 2015). What might underlie our ﬁndings is a misconception
of what comprises awareness-raising instruction. Therefore, more research into language teachers’
(mis)conceptions about awareness-raising practices is possibly required. In line with studies on
science teachers’ misconceptions (e.g. Kumandaş, Ateskan and Lane 2018), this could lead to a
better insight into misconception patterns and aspects that require further attention.
Previous research into TLA (Andrews 2007; Lindahl and Baecher 2016) identiﬁed three roles a
foreign language teacher must possess: the language user, language analyst and language
teacher. In this study, we have investigated the role of the language teacher, that is, we looked at
the implementation of language awareness in the classroom. Looking at practices that could not
yet be categorised as awareness-raising, ﬁndings from this study cast doubt on the teacher’s role
as a language analyst, that is, their ability to understand linguistics rules and systems from a student’s
perspective. Additionally, the role of the language user, that is, teacher’s command of the language,
was not taken into account in this study, as all teachers possessed a Master’s degree in EFL teaching.
As all three roles inﬂuence teacher’s instructional decisions, more research into the joint nature of
these teacher roles in relation to the implementation of awareness-raising practices may be
needed. Furthermore, insuﬃcient knowledge about language and awareness of the language
system might inﬂuence the teacher’s conﬁdence and subsequently inﬂuence teaching practice.
Inadequate understanding of the way language works could result in more teacher-centred practices,
whereas a better understanding might lead to more conﬁdence and more interactive and studentcentred practices (Borg 2001; Shulman 1987).
Finally, these ﬁndings add to the current debate about curriculum reforms, in the Netherlands as
well as in other countries. The implementation of awareness-raising practices seems to ﬁt in with a
general trend in education which aims to prepare students with thinking skills necessary for their academic and professional future. Our ﬁndings indicate that awareness-raising practices oﬀer the opportunity for students to analyse language, formulate thoughts and reason about ideas, and in doing so,
a language awareness approach could be a domain-speciﬁc interpretation of thinking skills development in (foreign) language education (Moseley et al. 2005). More research into actual student learning as a result of such awareness-raising practices would be necessary to reveal its eﬀect. In addition,
this study reveals that curriculum reform in general, and, more speciﬁcally, a foreign language curriculum, does not imply that such practices are not yet present in current teaching practices. It is
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therefore important to discover what teachers already believe (van den Broek et al. 2018) and do, as
this study does. This may help teachers to realise they (unconsciously) engage with such practices
already and could focus on those aspects that need further development.

Implications and conclusion
The present study investigated teachers’ self-reported teaching practices aimed at stimulating students’ language awareness. The purpose of examining teaching practices was not to look for best
practices but to investigate whether such practices are currently present and how teachers, who
profess to familiarity with language awareness, integrate such an approach in their teaching practices. Our ﬁndings indicate that awareness-raising practices are, at present, integrated in almost
half of the practices investigated. However, more than half of the practices examined in this study
could not, or only partly, be labelled as awareness-raising. Changes to the learning environment
and/or languaging components could modify non-awareness-raising practices into an awarenessraising direction.
Our ﬁndings lead to a number of implications. First of all, we found that the learning environment
and languaging indicators were helpful to evaluate existing teaching practices. They served as a
useful tool to provide insight into the extent to which existing practices include awareness-raising
components. Furthermore, the indicators are a helpful tool to highlight those teaching practice
aspects that require adjustment if the practice is aimed at raising students’ language awareness.
Second, teachers were not always aware of why they carried out a certain teaching practice.
They mainly did so because they believed it helped students in their language learning process,
but they could not always indicate why. As one teacher mentioned: ‘I hope it has its eﬀect. I just
assume it works, but you should actually ask the students’ (teacher 1). Teachers could improve
their teaching practices by developing a better understanding of their own teaching and its implications. The indicators for learning environment and languaging can support teachers to reach a
better understanding of their own practices. This is important because the way a practice is
implemented might not just be a matter of (a lack of) linguistic or pedagogical knowledge, but
also a matter of becoming aware of one’s beliefs and underlying reasons for carrying out a
certain practice (Watson 2015). Pre- and/or in-service teacher training might help to identify and
reﬂect on teachers’ notion of language awareness and what constitutes an awareness-raising practice (Farrell and Ives 2015). Accordingly, this could support teachers to identify awareness-raising
practices and to modify these practices where necessary, and could ultimately potentially contribute to students’ language awareness development.
Finally, collaboration between researchers and foreign language teachers could support teachers
to develop a better understanding of (the possibilities for) language awareness in the foreign
language classroom and to deliberately implement language awareness in their classroom practice.
All in all, analysing teaching practices oﬀers insights into the way language awareness is currently
integrated in existing foreign language teaching practices. By analysing their own practices and discussing their practices with colleagues, teachers could uncover students’ learning needs, the topics
most suitable for them to concentrate on, and which teaching practice aspects they could change. In
other words, teachers can investigate which adjustments, which could be major or minor depending
on the characteristics of a practice, could be made to advance an existing practice in an awarenessraising direction. This way, teachers do not have to completely change course when a new curriculum
is being developed and implemented, but can gradually integrate language awareness in their existing practices. This might actually bring language-aware foreign language teaching closer than
anticipated.
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