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Teachers’ accountability in the post-method era: Balancing
freedom and responsibility

Sugirin
Universitas Negeri Yogyakarta, Yogyakarta, Indonesia

ABSTRACT: This paper aims to formulate a way of coupling the post-method teachers’ free-
dom with the responsibility it entails. As Kumaravadivelu (2006) claims, educational change is a
systemic change involving both challenges and opportunities. The post-method concept allows
teachers freedom to take whichever teaching path as long as they are responsible for the achieve-
ment of the students’ learning outcomes. However, Akbari (2008) re-minds us that the applica-
tion of the concept is not plausible by novice teachers. Even experienced teachers are not all
prepared to accept the concept—to base their teaching on the honest reflection of what aspects
have made their teaching effective or unsuccessful. Youssef and Dahmani (2008) even see that
institutional policy may hold up teachers’ freedom. This paper proposes that English language
teachers implement the post-method pedagogic parameters with caution to ensure that their
decisions and actions suit the stakeholders’ expectations (Levitt, Janta & Wegrich 2008).

1 INTRODUCTION

Within the history the English language teaching methods, from the Grammar Translation
Method (GTM) to the Audio-Lingual Method (ALM), the teacher has full control over class-
room instruction. The teacher is an authorized instructor who determines what will happen in
the classroom, how it will happen, and what the desired outcome will be like. The advent of
the Communicative Approach to Language Teaching (CALT) and the Designer Nonmethods
(Kumaradivelu 2006) recognizes that learners are human beings, not robots, so that humanizing
them is a must. Learners have the right to enjoy services fully in line with their individual inter-
ests, values, abilities, and their learning needs, which are certainly diverse. The post-method era
allows the teacher freedom to decide what is best to do to achieve the instructional objectives.

This poses a challenge for the teacher who has been accustomed to following the neatly
prescribed classroom procedures of the method era. Despite the freedom allowed, as Madya
(2013) suggests, changes in teaching methodology or a paradigm shift in language pedagogy
do not alter the demand for language instruction. The teacher must be responsible for the
achievement of the instructional objectives. This is in line with Nilufer’s (2009) claim that
when teachers should decide on their own way of teaching, it does not mean that they are
completely free in their decision. They have to consider salient principles in carrying out
effective lessons. However, Baker (2017) warns us that balancing freedom and responsibility
is not easy. One can easily get caught up in freedom and forget the responsibilities attached.

This paper attempts to elaborate the challenges in balancing the teachers’ post-method
pedagogic freedom with responsibilities it entails to ensure their accountability. This attempt
is urgent to avoid misunderstanding of the post-method pedagogic concepts and to provide
a guide for their implementations.

2 METHOD

To achieve the aim of the study, the paper presents the shifts of approaches in English lan-
guage teaching approaches, the concepts of post-method pedagogy with their related chal-
lenges, and teachers’ accountability as a proposed solution.
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3 THE SHIFT OF APPROACHES IN ELT INSTRUCTION

The history of methods in English language teaching (ELT) has shown that the shift
from one method to another did not happen by chance. As Brown (2001) neatly elabo-
rates, the Direct Method (DM) succeeded the Grammar Translation Method (GTM) due
to the demand for the learners’ ability to communicate with people speaking the target
language. The DM which emphasized communication in the target language better fitted
the need of the learners who wanted to benefit directly from the booming industry which
entailed more opportunities in international trade and travel. The DM soon enjoyed
popularity in Europe, but it did not gain the same period of support from public educa-
tion in the US. The Coleman Report published in 1929 concluded that focusing on oral
foreign language mastery was considered irrelevant. What the US public school gradu-
ates needed was the ability to comprehend reading passages through silent reading and
discuss the passages in English. This was the basis for the so-called Reading Method.
However, with the advent of the World War, this method did not meet the needs of US
soldiers and other related parties who urgently demanded speaking proficiency in the
language of their enemies and allies. Hence, they developed a language training program
which was later known as the Army Method. After the World War, support from Struc-
tural linguists and the Behaviorist psychologists made the method (e.g., pattern drills)
theoretically sound—the patterns were based on the work of the Structuralists while the
drills (aiming at habit formation) were based on stimulus-response of the Behaviorists.
Under the name of the Audio-Lingual Method (ALM), this method gained world-wide
acceptance. However, the ALM then received strong criticism from a notable cognitivist,
Chomsky.

Chomsky (1965), as reiterated by Nordquist (2017), believed that grammar has recursive
rules allowing one to generate grammatically correct sentences over and over. Our brain has
a mechanism which can create language by following the language principles and grammar.
Hence, language learning is not merely a process of habit formation.

However, Hymes (1972) asserts that communicative competence is not only a matter of gen-
erating grammatically correct sentences but also as the ability to use those correct sentences
in a variety of communicative situations. Hence, this brings Hymes’ sociolinguistic perspec-
tive into Chomsky’s linguistic view of competence (Bagaric 2007). Within the method his-
tory, the teacher’ roles have been rigidly prescribed. In the GTM the teacher is an authorized
instructor providing texts, glossary and grammar rules, translation practice, and functions as
a translation assessor. In the DM the teacher serves as the director of class activities, motiva-
tor, error corrector, and learner’s partner. In the Reading Method (Blair, Rupley & Nichols
2007) the teacher acts as a reading expert and a reading coach who strategically, in a variety
of ways, helps learners to comprehend the texts. In the ALM, one of the teacher’s major
roles is that of a model of the target language and of an error corrector (Larsen-Freeman,
2000). In the Communicative Approach to Language Teaching (CALT) the teacher’s major
role is of a facilitator enabling the learners to use the language in the real-world communi-
cation. In all these methods, the teacher’s roles have been prescribed so that his/her task is
making an effort to understand and implement them in the teaching acts. The shift from the
GTM, DM and ALM to the CALT is part of the struggle based on the myths of the method
concept.

Related to these concerns, Kumaravadivelu (2006) sees the concept of method carrying the
myths that (1) there is a best method out there ready and waiting to be discovered; (2) method
constitutes the organizing principle for language teaching; (3) method has a universal and
a historical value; (4) theorists conceive knowledge, and teachers consume knowledge; and
(5) method is neutral, and has no ideological motivation. Richards (2001) already predicted
that the quest for the best method would remain a preoccupation of language teaching for
the next twenty years. However, in reality there has never been any best method. Hence,
Allwright’s (1991) contentious talk has slowly but surely and ultimately been applauded, fol-
lowed by a shift from method to the post-method era.
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4 POSTMETHOD CONCEPTS

Pennycook (1989) argues that methods represent interested knowledge and they serve the
dominant power structures in society, leading to “a de-skilling of the role of teacher, and
greater institutional control over classroom practice.” No wonder that Allwright (1991: 1)
deliberately gave his plenary paper a contentious title “The Death of the Method” to empha-
size “the relative unhelpfulness of the existence of methods”.

Rivers (1991) had already pointed out that the different methods listed previously were
merely variants of the existing methods with considerable overlap in their theory and prac-
tice. What became her concern was the myth surrounding the concept of method. The con-
cern turns more serious when method is defined as “a fixed set of classroom practices that
serve as a prescription and therefore do not allow variation” (Bell 2003).

4.1 Method versus post-method

It is important to have a clear understanding of the distinction between the concept of
method and post-method. While method is defined to “consist of a single set of theoreti-
cal principles derived from feeder disciplines and a single set of classroom procedures
directed at classroom teachers” (Kumaravadivelu 1994), post-method can be defined as
the construction of classroom procedures and principles by the teacher himself/herself
based on his/her prior and experiential knowledge and/or certain strategies. In other
words, the concept of method involves theorizers constructing “knowledge-oriented”
theories of pedagogy and post-method involves practitioners constructing “classroom-
oriented” theories of practice (Kumaravadivelu 1994). Therefore, post-method is totally
different from the existing methods, emerging as a result of the limitations of the meth-
ods and, thus, another method cannot aim to overcome the limitations of the concept
of method. Hence, the concept of post-method comes into existence. One of the char-
acteristics of the post-method era is the teachers’ autonomy, freedom with attached
responsibility.

4.2  Teachers' autonomy

While method-based pedagogy relies on the professional theories, post-method pedagogy
allows freedom for teachers to decide what best to do based on the reflection of their prior
knowledge, their experience as teachers as well as their experience as learners. This reflection
will allow them to analyze what has made their own learning and their teaching acts success-
ful or fail. As McIntosh (2010) claims, reflection can be used to create depth of knowledge
and meaning, both for self and for those practiced upon.

The ability to make reflections will enable them to initiate changes in their teaching, to
monitor the effects of the changes made, and to decide what to do next. In other words,
post-method teachers are required to generate their personal theories of pedagogy, making a
decision on what works best to achieve the ultimate goals of the teaching and learning proc-
ess. Citing Little’s (1995) words, Smith (2000) describes teacher autonomy as having a strong
sense of personal responsibility for their teaching, exercising via continuous reflection and
analysis the highest possible degree of affective and cognitive control of the teaching process,
and exploring the freedom that this confers.

However, as Madya (2013) suggests, despite changes in teaching methodology or para-
digm shifts in language pedagogy, the demand for language instruction—the achievement of
the instructional objectives remains the same and that becomes the teacher’s responsibility.
However, in achieving the instructional objectives the teacher should no longer rely on top-
down teaching prescriptions of the past, the method. He/she has to reflect honestly on what
aspects have made the teaching successful or fail Teachers are asked to honestly theorize
their practice and implement their theories into practice. This is the core of the post-method
concept that has stirred reactions from some authors.
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4.3 Reactions towards the post-method concepts

A number of authors have argued that lay teachers are not prepared for theorizing their prac-
tice and practicing the theory conceived as it is not a simple undertaking. Reiterating Akbari’s
claim (2008), Masouleh (2012) holds that in the concept of theorizing practice of post-method
perspectives, the whole system must be touched upon, not just a teacher as the key feature of
post-method. And if it is said there should be an attempt to find an alternative to method, not
an alternative method, it is really illogical to imagine that even a novice teacher must seek for it.
Responding to this objection, Richards & Rodgers (2001) suggest that applying procedures and
techniques developed by others should be an essential starting point for inexperienced teach-
ers. However, as teachers gain more experience, they had better try to develop an individual
approach, reflecting their beliefs, principles and experiences. This kind of transition is not only
allowed but suggested in the spirit of the post-method pedagogy.

4.4 The post-method pedagogic parameters

What is needed in entering this post-method era is the construction of the post-method peda-
gogy (Kumaravadivelu 2006). For this purpose, he proposed three pedagogic parameters:
particularity, practicality, and possibility.

The parameter of particularity claims that a meaningful pedagogy must be constructed
with a holistic interpretation of particular situations, particular teachers, particular learn-
ers, particular learning objectives, etc. A teaching innovation that works well for a particular
group of learners in a particular situation may not work for another group of learners in a
different situation. A study by (")zbilgin & Tannacito (2011) shows the need to encourage
teaching sensitive to the particularities of aim, student, and milieu.

The parameter of practicality suggests the shift of the teaching foundation from top-down
professional theories to bottom-up personal theories which demands teachers to develop their
own theories gained from theorizing their own teaching practice and learning experience. They
are required to reflect on their practice and using their insights and intuition to act on what is
considered to best serve the achievement of the instructional goals. McIntosh (2010) claims that
reflection and reflexivity through recognizing their inherent qualities is central to becoming a
practitioner-researcher. In this regard, Richards & Rodgers (2001) suggest that applying proce-
dures and techniques developed by others should be an essential starting point for inexperienced
teachers. However, as teachers gain more experience, they had better try to develop an individual
approach, reflecting their beliefs, principles and experiences. In other words, they need to develop
their own theories of successful instruction. These theories are needed as theoretical perspectives
can provide consistency in their efforts (Lafortune et al. 2009). Lafortune & Deaudelin (2001)
suggest that in order to bring about change, the persons involved should work in collaboration so
that each can contribute to developing the collective model. This will build the sense of ownership
so that each will adapt it to his or her own way of achieving the instructional goals.

The parameter of possibility demands the understanding of what is possible from both the
internal and external factors of the teachers and the learners. This parameter recognizes how
the teachers and learners are brought up, which social, economic, and political environment
they are in. Teachers’ ideal conception of teaching must consider whether the environment
allows them to practice what they conceive. Teachers are required to be creative but they must
also be sensitive towards the existing situations so that their creativity is acceptable. However,
in the 1960s when English language teaching meant to consider learners’ motivation, the
atmosphere had not allowed so that teachers still focused on how learners learned (Richards
2001). This illustrates how teachers’ accountability is being tested.

5 SEARCHING FOR A SOLUTION THROUGH THE
DEVELOPMENT OF TEACHERS’ ACCOUNTABILITY

Following Bovens (2005), Levitt, Janta & Wegrich (2008) define accountability as the meth-
ods by which the actor may render an account (i.e. justify their actions and decisions) to
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the stakeholders and by which the stakeholders may hold the actor to account (i.e. impose
sanctions or grant permissions). Hence, teachers must insure that their actions and decisions
suit the expectations of the stakeholders (those with a particular interest in the work of the
teachers, including the teachers’ conduct, perceptions, attitudes and the outcomes of their
activities) and by which the stakeholders may impose sanctions if the teachers do not meet
their expectations.

5.1 Types of accountability

Accountability can be classified into five types: organizational, political, legal, professional,
and moral/ethical (Ferlie, Lynn & Pollitt 2005). In the educational context, organisational
accountability defines the relationship between schools’ organisational characteristics and
teachers’ empowerment, measured as the experience of individual teachers. Teachers are
professionals so that they must be professionally accountable, in the sense that they have
to conform to standards and codes of conduct checked by professional peers, through their
institutions. As teachers do not only teach but also educate, they have an ethical obligation
and moral responsibilities. In addition, they have to comply with government regulations,
especially those pertaining to education policy.

As Levitt, Janta & Wegrich (2008) claim, a key challenge for public services in general and
professionals working in schools in particular is how to combine two imperatives: (a) a per-
formance orientation (in the sense of measurable performance against published targets) that
satisfies the principal stakeholders, and (b) maintenance or revival of broader professional
values. Doing their best to ensure that the students pass the national exam satisfies the school
principals and the parents. However, helping the students to develop the skills excluded from
the national exam but which are paramount in the job market, such as speaking skill, is a value
worthy of appreciation though not many teachers may be interested in doing so. Levitt, Janta &
Wegrich (2008) further state the levels of teachers’ autonomy or control by the public in any
given situation usually reflect the level of trust the public has on the teachers. If the trust is
low, the public control will be strong but when the trust is high, teachers’ autonomy will most
probably be strong.

However, Youssef & Dahmani (2008) find there are contradictory results in the empirical
literature due to the lack of organisational change which holds up teachers’ autonomy. In
countries such as Australia where Action Research Planner (McTaggart 1979) was written,
implementing Kumaradivelu’s (2006) parameter of possibility sounds easier as the coun-
try has long empowered teachers’ autonomy by encouraging them to make reflections on
their teaching and learning activities. In countries where education is still centrally con-
trolled by the government, the condition is different. Teachers who are used to following
a top-down policy in their day-to-day job description find it difficult to work the other
way round. For example, the 2013 Indonesian school curriculum, known as the 2013 Cur-
riculum, demands that in order to promote learners’ creativity every teaching and learning
process should use the scientific approach, following the steps of observing — questioning
— experimenting — associating — networking (Wakil Menteri Pendidikan dan Kebudayaan R.1.
Bidang Pendidikan, 2014). 1t is prescriptive in nature and may not always suit the teaching
learning process of every aspect of language. This demand may discourage English lan-
guage teachers from developing their initiative to draw up theories from what is successful
and unsuccessful in their instructional practice as suggested for the post-method teachers
(Kumaravadivelu 2006).

However, as learners’ creativity, one of the goals of the 2013 Curriculum, is in line with
autonomy allowed for the post-method learners, it is the teachers’ creativity that plays an
important role in responding to the parameter of possibility. As Madya (2013) suggests,
rather than complaining about the change, teachers should try their best to adapt to the
change as 21st century teachers are those who are effective adaptors to the changing world.
The approach prescribed by the 2013 Curriculum should be treated as a guideline so that
teachers’ autonomy in deciding the best way to achieve the instructional goals matches the
learners’ autonomy in achieving their learning goals.

185



5.2 Learners’ autonomy

Though learners’ autonomy was commonly seen in terms of strategies for independent and
individual learning (Borg & Al-Busaidi 2012), it includes capacity and willingness of learners
to take responsibility for their own learning (Sinclair 2000). In a similar spirit Benson (2011)
defines learner autonomy as the capacity to take charge of one’s own learning, a natural
product of the practice of self-directed learning in which the objectives, progress and evalu-
ation of learning are determined by the learners themselves. While the narrow view of learn-
ers’ autonomy treats learning to learn a language as an end in itself, the broad view treats
learning to learn a language as a means to an end, the end being learning to liberate. The
former stands for academic autonomy, and the latter stands for liberatory autonomy. The
academic autonomy enables learners to be effective learners and liberatory autonomy empow-
ers learners to be critical thinkers (Kumaradivelu 2006).

While teachers’ autonomy earns centrality in the post-method pedagogy, educating
post-method learners becomes the responsibility of the post-method teachers. What does
it mean? As Little (2000) claims, teachers can only develop learner autonomy if they them-
selves are autonomous. This means that they must be able to autonomously reflect on their
own self-managed learning processes and apply them in helping the learners to manage
their own learning, to build their learning autonomy. The teacher has a commitment to
empowering his/her learners by creating appropriate learning spaces and developing their
capacity for autonomy. La Ganza (2008) admits that learner autonomy is constantly being
negotiated within the teacher-learner relationship which depends upon the capacity of the
teacher and the learner to develop and maintain a condition in which the teacher holds
back from influencing the learner, and the learner holds back from seeking the teacher’s
influence.

6 CONCLUSION

It has been pointed out that throughout the method history there has never been any best
method. The post-method teachers do not seek an alternative method but an alternative to
method. As Richards & Rodgers (2001) suggest, applying procedures and techniques devel-
oped by others should be an essential starting point for inexperienced teachers. However, as
teachers gain more experience, they need to develop their own experience-based approach,
reflecting their beliefs, principles and practices as teachers and as learners. They have to
reflect on what has made their teaching a success or a failure, and decide what is best to do
in their own classroom independently but responsibly. Other than managing to achieve the
students’ learning outcomes, they have to ensure that the learners’ achievement comes from
their own effort to take charge of their own learning. It is the teachers’ reflection-based crea-
tivity in designing tasks or generating a conducive atmosphere that will help learners to be
responsible for their own learning. To maintain the sustainability of the success, the teachers
should make collaborative efforts in constructing a collective instructional approach which
allows each teacher to contribute to the development of the approach. This way, each has the
sense of belonging which will insure the sustainability of its implementation.
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