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You are a teacher today. Certainly you have contemplated
why you became a teacher, but have you ever thought about
why you became the kind of teacher you are?! Perhaps you

tell jokes in class. Perhaps you give frequent tests. Perhaps

you emphasize grammar. But why do you do these things?

Did you learn to do them? Or do you just naturally do these
things? We develop our teacher identify over time. For most
of us, the greatest influence has come from our own teachers.
We are an accumulation of influences of all the teachers who
have taught us. Some teacher behaviors we emulate; others
we reject. In this talk, | will share my reflections from a lifelong
voyage as language learner and teacher, both in ESL and EFL
settings, and hope to nudge you into reflecting on the people
who have shaped your current teacher identity.
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good teacher develops over time. All
A of our lifetime experiences make us the

educators we are today. Some thirty-
seven years ago, I started my teacher training
when I entered college as a French major. I loved
language and languages, and I was going to be a
French teacher. My career as a language teacher,
however, actually started much earlier as a
language learner, and I've been an avid language
student my whole life.

Even as a child, I was curious about foreign
languages. There was a popular TV comedy
show called I Love Lucy, and an actor in the show
was a Cuban immigrant who spoke English

How my teaching has
changed over time: My

lifelong voyage

with a heavy accent. His wife was a native
English speaker, and she sometimes tried to
speak Spanish to him by adding an —o to words
(because many Spanish words end in —o). “Aha,”
I thought, “If you want to speak Spanish, you
just add —o to words.” Thus began my lifelong
journey into how you speak a foreign language.
(For the record, you do not just add an —o to
English words to speak Spanish).

In high school, I enrolled in beginning
French—my first foreign language classroom
experience. Mrs. de Montluzin was an amazing
teacher and lifetime mentor in so many ways.

(I will be talking about Mrs. de Montluzin and
many of my other teachers in my plenary speech
at this year’s conference in Kobe in October.) She
introduced me to French, but more importantly,
she was my first experience with what a good
teacher can do for students. In this class, we
memorized verb conjugations—yes, good old-
fashioned memorization—but in hindsight, we
memorized language that was actually useful.
In following her teaching style, I learned the
value of considering learner needs in planning a
language lesson. For example, in the first week
of class, we had to memorize the conjugations

of four irregular verbs étre (be), avoir (have),
faire (make/do), and aller (go). Years later, I

came to realize that memorizing these four verb
conjugations made complete sense because they
are extremely frequent in French and therefore
followed the number one goal of all good
teaching: meeting learner needs. Clearly, Mrs.

de Montluzin knew that memorizing these four
irregular verb conjugations was indeed a worth-
while endeavor. Besides these four French verbs,
a more important lifetime lesson I learned is that
good teachers choose useful teaching material
and then help their students understand why the
material is of use to them.

In college, I met and interacted with many
ESL students in my dormitory. I knew I really
liked TESOL, so I completed a Master’s degree
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in TESOL and then got my first teaching job.
The first six years of my teaching took place in
intensive English programs for academic pur-
poses, and the majority of my students wanted
to attend a U.S. university. I taught students
from Venezuela, Iran, Mexico, Japan, Panama,
Turkey, Saudi Arabia, and many other countries.
These programs consisted of five classes every
day: reading, writing, grammar, lab (speaking/
listening), and TOEFL preparation. I saw many
motivated students move quickly through the
program and succeed in increasing their English
proficiency (and pass TOEFL). I saw how much
the students really appreciated and benefited
from their classes, and I saw the important role
grammar plays in learning a language as an
adult. T also realized that being a native speaker
was insufficient to be a good language teacher. I
learned about English as a second language, in-
cluding features of English such as phrasal verbs,
adjective + preposition combinations (such as
interested in), and the perfect aspect (for past,
present, and even future time sentences). Though
I now know these are three of the most difficult
aspects of English, I had no idea about them
then. Sometimes I had the luxury of reading
about this kind of information before class, but
more often, especially when I was a new teacher,
students would ask me these questions in class
out of the blue. Initially, I panicked, but eventu-
ally, I developed better ways to help students
with these questions that put me in the hot seat
over and over. I learned to think on my feet fast.
Eventually, I found that as a more experienced
teacher, I could actually anticipate the ques-
tions based on a student’s native language and
proficiency level.

My first overseas teaching job was in Saudi
Arabia. I studied Arabic before going there, but
my proficiency was basic. I learned so much
about teaching from my students in Saudi
Arabia, especially once again the value of learner
needs. One day in class, a student raised his
hand and asked me, “Folse, encyclopedia, same-
same dictionary?” Sensing a teachable moment,

I went on for five minutes about the differences
between an encyclopedia and a dictionary. When
I finished my mini-lesson, the students conferred
in Arabic, and then the first student looked at
me, smiled, and said, “Ok, same-same.”

“How,” I thought to myself, “can anyone think
these two words have the same meaning after
my explanation?” Several weeks later, however,
I had a chance to see the exit exam for our
students. If they passed this high-stakes exam,

they could go to the U.S. for additional military
training, which would eventually lead to a job
promotion. The whole exam consisted of nothing
but multiple-choice questions, and there was a
huge vocabulary section. It was then that I real-
ized that my Saudi students actually knew much
more about their learner needs than I did. The
word encyclopedia was a word in our mandated
textbook, and if that word were to appear on the
exit exam, it almost certainly would have been
followed by four answer choices, such as “ani-
mal, vehicle, dictionary, vegetable.” Therefore,
my students actually understood their specific
learner needs better than I did because I was

the new person. They were not trying to learn
conversation skills. Their immediate goal was to
pass that exit test, and the real goal of my class
was to help them meet that need.

Five years later, I learned something similar
from my experience teaching English conver-
sation at a large program in central Japan. I
had a job teaching adults who attended one
ninety-minute class per week. This once-a-week
class was a new format for me because all of
my students up to then had attended class five
days per week. My lesson plans did not seem to
work so well, but I couldn’t figure out what the
exact problem was. Finally, one day a student
expressed surprise at how much material we
covered in class, and then I learned about
another important part of good teaching: pac-
ing. Because all my previous teaching was in
intensive programs where students were trying
to learn as much information as they could as
quickly as possible, I incorrectly assumed that
my conversation students wanted the same
thing. I came to realize that for many of my adult
English learners in Japan, attending English class
was not a rush to receive information. Instead,
they wanted to know about me and my culture
as well as about the English language. Once I
reinvented myself and then emphasized infor-
mation about culture and daily life more than
just language, my English conversation students
were so much happier.

Perhaps one of the biggest leaps in my lifelong
learning occurred when I returned to the U.S.
to get a PhD in Second Language Acquisition. I
had so much experience as a language learner. I
studied French and Spanish in high school, and
I really improved my Spanish through the many
Spanish-speaking friends I had in college. I stud-
ied Arabic while working in Saudi Arabia, Malay
while living in Malaysia, German at the Goethe
Institute in Malaysia, and then Japanese in Japan.
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Unlike most foreign language learners, I studied
these languages in informal settings and in
formal classrooms. For example, I studied Malay
by watching TV with bilingual translations, and I
studied Japanese briefly in an intensive Japanese
program in Tokyo. All of these language-learning
experiences paid off in my PhD courses because I
could relate so well to the reading material. I also
learned about statistics in depth, which finally
gave me the ability to comprehend articles in
TESOL Quarterly and Applied Linguistics. At last, 1
knew not only how to read these articles but also
how to conduct appropriate research.

A teacher’s life is all about perpetual learning.
We learn about our subject, we learn about our
students, and we learn about our teaching ability
and style. In my plenary speech, I will talk about
how we became the teachers that we are today.
No, I don’t mean why we became teachers, since
I'm sure that most of us have an idea of why
we chose to become teachers. Instead, I will be
talking about how each of us has developed into
the kind of teacher we are today. Some of us joke
with our students, but others do not. Some of us
give lots of quizzes, but others do not. Some of
us mark all of our students’ papers, but others do

not. How did all of these different characteristics
come about? In my talk, I will attempt to help all
of us answer this important question by remem-
bering and giving credit to the many important
teachers who have taught us in our lifetime.

Keith Folse is professor of
TESOL at the University of
Central Florida, where he
teaches in the MATESOL,
PhD TESOL, and under-
graduate TEFL Certificate
programs. He has taught
ESL /EFL for more than 35
years in the US, Saudi Arabia,
Malaysia, Kuwait, and Japan
(Niigata and Gunma Prefec-
tures). His main research
areas are best teaching practices in teaching
composition, materials development, grammar
methods, and vocabulary acquisition. He is

the author of 60 ESL books, including the Great
Writing series by National Geographic Learning,
which is sponsoring his trip to JALT2013.
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This article introduces a new list of important high frequency
vocabulary words for second language learners of English.
Using many of the same principles employed by Michael West
in the development of the original General Service List (GSL)
published in 1953, the New General Service List (NGSL) was
created with full access to the 1.6 billion-word Cambridge
English Corpus (CEC). Based on a more contemporary corpus
of English, the NGSL was generated from a carefully selected
273 million-word subsection of the CEC (more that 100 times
larger than the pre-computer era 2.5 million-word corpus

The New General Service
List: Celebrating 60 years
of vocabulary learning

used to generate the initial word lists for the GSL), the NGSL
offers higher coverage than the original GSL (90% vs. 84%)
with fewer words (about 2800 lemmas vs. 3600). This brief
introduction to the NGSL outlines the basic steps in its creation
as well as providing a link to a dedicated website where the
public-domain list can be both downloaded and discussed.
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