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Abstract— The research project reported in this current paper focuses on the nature of pre-service teacher training and our 
main aim is to demonstrate the validity of Critical Reflexive Practice (CRP) as a means for ESL teacher trainees to become 
better and more efficient professionals. We have conducted a study with a group of students in 2003 during their teacher 
training in TESOL by the Trinity College of London, where compulsory part of the course was an Unknown Language 
Experience consisting of series of lessons in an unknown language. After the experience students had to answer some 
questions and write a diary. Eleven/ twelve years later we have asked them the very same questions and found out that using 
only the target language has helped them to understand the lessons and that they have learn much more than they have 
expected. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 
 
The process of learning or acquiring foreign 
languages has been causing interest and curiosity for 
generations, and consequently a number of theories 
about the way we learn languages have been put 
forward, which have been further supported by means 
of empirical investigation. Yet, as Ellis reminds us, 
“There is, however, considerable disagreement about 
a need for a single model or, at least, the need for 
some principled selection among the theoretical 
positions on offer” (Ellis, 1997:89). There seems to 
be no single theory that can account for the 
complexity of the language learning process, so there 
is no one answer to this question. A further problem 
is that since language learning does not only occur in 
school contexts, but also in informal learning 
environments such as social networks or interaction 
with English speaking friends, it is also difficult to 
define  ‘learning’ or delimit the conscious and 
unconscious processes involved. Therefore there 
should be a deeper insight into the learning/ teaching 
processes being a paramount in today’s ESL.  
 
This orientation is crucial nowadays, maybe more 
than ever since many European countries are 
gradually moving towards bilingual teaching 
contexts, while the majority of foreign language 
teachers are still experimenting with the range of 
traditional teaching methods and technique available 
in most formal foreign learning contexts within the 
restrictions of their curricula, but without reflecting 
on the learning/teaching process. Therefore, more 
research such as the current project reported here can 
help to facilitate more appropriate training techniques 
which include reflection on learning processes for 
pre-service teachers that should provide more 
efficient language teaching techniques. When 
addressing teaching approaches, we should also 

mention the importance of individual teaching goals, 
which should also inform English as a Second 
Language (ESL) methodologies and play an 
important role when deciding which technique we 
should use in relation to the language items we wish 
to present or practice, with no one single method, 
approach, or even methodology ever suitable for all 
contexts: 

“ The method concept in teaching – the 
notion of a systematic set of teaching practices based 
on a particular theory of language and language 
learning – is a powerful tool though a controversial 
one and the quest for better methods was a 
preoccupation of many teachers and applied 
linguistics throughout the twentieth century.”. 
(Richards and Rodgers, 2014:3-4) 
Moreover, the following quotation by Van Manen, 
whose seminal work on reflective practice has, in 
fact, has done much to inspire this currentpaper: 

“ Beginning teachers often seem to feel the 
tension or the poor fit between what they learned  
about teaching and what they discover is required in 
the practice of teaching. Teacher educators have 
generally become quite aware that the tried 
“knowledge into practice” model of teacher training 
falls short of effective professional preparation. 
“(1995:4) 
 The research project reported in this current paper 
focuses on the nature of pre-service teaching, and the 
above quotation encapsulates  our main aim which is 
that of demonstrating the validity of Critical 
Reflexive Practice (CRP)  as a means for ESL teacher 
trainees to become better and more efficient 
professionals. A great number of us have experienced 
the mismatches highlighted by Van Manen (ibid) as 
novice instructors and this feeling can, in fact, 
hamper pre-service teachers because of their lack of 
the awareness of the crucialrole of reflection in 
combination with their limited knowledge about the 
learning/teaching process.  As a response to this, this 
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paper aims to prove the value for trainee teachers of 
understanding the way Foreign Language (FL) 
students learn, those methodologies that help these 
students learn and how we can enable them to feel at 
ease when in a formal learning context. Moreover, we 
consider that guided reflection during and after pre-
service teaching training should form a compulsory 
part of official programmes as a means to further 
enable trainees to become more effective future 
language teachers. SLA research findings have 
furthered our comprehension of learning and teaching 
processes, and consequently we are aware that that 
there are certain  methods and techniques that might 
seem to encourage learning, but more is needed to 
help teachers to be more successful in their daily 
teaching practice. 
Unknown Language Experiment ( henceforth) ULE 
has been the main foundation of this current study, 
thus the research questions, the diaries and the class 
observation were used as research tools to prove the 
effectiveness of reflective practice for pre- service 
teachers. ULE is a compulsory part of the Trinity 
College Diploma in TESOL and it is weighted as 
20% of the total mark; this mark is further broken 
down into 20% for the perceived lesson plan, 20% 
about the observations on methodology and teaching 
techniques, 20% the observations on the feelings of 
beginners learners, 20% observations on 
comparative/contrastive L1/L2 features, and 20%  
concluding observations. In our case we did not 
evaluate the participation, since our main aim was to 
prove the validity of this the ULE for any Teacher 
Training courses in foreign language teaching. 

 
II. DETAILS EXPERIMENTAL  
 
2.1. Materials and Procedures 
The research methodology used in the experiment has 
involved a series of lessons in an unknown foreign 
language. This language was taught to a group of pre- 
service students who carried out a qualitative and a 
quantitative analysis of the above mentioned 
experience. In this case qualitative analysis was the 
culled data being the answers to the semi- structured 
questionnaire and the qualitative analysis were the 
diary entries. 
This study used an experimental survey design in 
order to assess the relevance of reflective and critical 
practice in order to train reflective and more effective 
foreign language teachers. To carry out our survey we 
have chosen the ULE) at two stances, first initially 
done for the Trinity College of London in 2003( 
11/12 years after we have asked them the very same 
questions about the experiment) and at the ULPGC 
from 2011- 2013. In this paper we only present the 
first experiment.  
Since our aim was to prove the validity and 
usefulness of ULE in Teacher Training programmes 
we have decided that our research design had to be 
three-fold: qualitative, quantitative and mixed. 

Regarding qualitative design we have analysed the 
diary entries, for the quantitative design we have the 
adapted Trinity Diploma questions and mixed or 
triangulalation was highly relevant in our current 
research since we have addressed the same research 
problems and questions. We consider that only one 
research design would have been insufficient and 
inadequate for it would have failed to give a full 
insight into the learning/ teaching processes and 
reflection. 
In this paper we are going to present the data culled 
in 2003and later on in 2014/15. The subjects were 
90% of students were Scottish, 5% were Spanish and 
5 % Australians spanning from 23 to 65 years old. 
The Trinity College trainees had a degree not related 
to languages except Spanish ones who had a Degree 
in Translation and Interpreting. The Scottish ones had 
a degree in Social Studies, Business Administration 
and Psychology; the Australian ones were Computer 
Technicians. None of them had any teaching 
experience. Eleven/ twelve years later we have asked 
them the very same questions and obtained these data 
regarding questions 2 and 4: What methods, 
strategies, activities and teaching techniques were 
used by the teacher to help you to make sense?What 
do you remember now/ what did you learn? 
 
III. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
 
Below we are going to give a brief description of 
gathered data use content analysis and back the 
answers up with the diary entries ( reproduced 
verbatim). 

 
Table1: Question 2: What methods, 

strategies, activities and teaching techniques 
were used by the teacher to help you to make 

sense? 

 
 
It was highly important for us to see what techniques, 
strategies and activities are useful when facing for the 
first time an unknown language. As we can see, use 
of only the target language was surprisingly chosen as 
a best strategy to learn a language( 40%) , followed 
by visual aids( 35%) and mime and gestures ( 25%). 
Here you have some students ‘diary entry comments 
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that give more information about this discovery: I felt 
it would be impossible to get a clear idea of the 
grammar and rules of the language we were being 
given small chunks of language and I had no 
confidence that I would be able to use them 
spontaneously, but I did./I felt surprised above taking 
into account that I could understand what was going 
in class as well as my classmates. We were motivated 
to do so by your encouragement./The teacher spoke 
nothing but Croatian but her use of hand gestures, 
signals and simple pointing at items made it very easy 
to understand 
In this case the 2003 and 2014/15 were exactly the 
same ones. These trainees are right now FL teachers 
in China, Poland, the UK and Spain, using the same 
strategies to teach English. 

 
Table 2: Question 4: What do you remember 

now/ what did you learn? 
 

 
 
A part from finding out about effective strategies we 
have wondered what do they/ did remember and/ or 
learn during the ULE. As we can see they have 
mainly learnt vocabulary ( 55% in 2015 compared to 
26% in 2003), followed by expressions to 
communicate ( 42% in 2015 and 36% in 2003). The 
main difference we have found is the vocabulary 
item, that 11/12 years ago did not seem to be the most 
important item, but after so many years it is. It can be 
due to the fact that now being teachers they give more 
importance to vocabulary. Regarding the 9% and 
32% respectively item labeled: a lot, wanted to know 
more, we can affirm that the experience was a 
positive and encouraging at the same time, despite the 
fact that 2003 data was almost four fold higher than 

in the 2015. To back up this data here we have some 
diary contributions:Staying alert most of the time for 
you have used Croatian and not a word of English ( 
how did you do that?, you did not even use good or 
no mind slips.) I did learn a lot, because of this, use 
only the target language it is the key./Visuals, 
gestures, concept checking and a steady pace are all 
essential in the classroom. Revisiting language points 
and vocabulary having the students produce them is 
also important for learner progression. 
 
CONCLUSIONS 
 
ULE has shown that using refection upon the 
learning/ teaching process can be triggering moment 
for teachers- to –be to become reflective practitioners. 
1. Trainees have discovered how their future 

students are going to feel and the most 
effective strategies to teach/ learn a foreign 
language. 

2. Using only the target language can cause 
stress among students, but use of mime, 
gesture, context and visuals can help to 
make sense of what is going on in class. 

3. ULE is a highly useful experiment and as 
such has been valued by our participants. 

We do recognize that we need to give a deeper 
analysis of the diary entries and compare them to 
2011- 2013 ULE, which was done at the University 
of Las Palmas with only Spanish speakers who 
attended Applied Linguistics subject.  
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