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Values in the language classroom 

Graham Hall, Northumbria University, UK 

Language teaching is a ‘profoundly value-laden activity’ (Johnston, 2003, p.1). Teachers make 

decisions based on values, and students and teachers often express particular values during 

lessons (Menard-Warwick et al., 2016). Beyond the classroom, values also permeate, for 

example, national language policies, curriculum design, language testing, and materials 

development (Hall, 2017).  

Johnston (2003, p.6) defines values as ‘that set of a person’s beliefs that are evaluative in nature 

… [and] which concern what is good and bad, what is right and wrong’; Johnston regards 

morality as essentially synonymous with values. Values are both ‘personal’ and ‘cultural’ 

(Buzzelli and Johnston, 2003, p.3), that is, individual and social; values are mediated by 

individuals who are subject to strong socio-cultural influences. Thus, values ‘are played out in 

social settings – when our inner beliefs are converted into actions which affect others’ (Johnston, 

2003, p.6). As Hall (2017) notes, therefore, the language classroom is an inherently value-laden 

environment social setting, where teachers make decisions which they believe are right for 

individual learners, for the whole class, and, indeed, for themselves. 

Menard-Warwick et al. (2016) differentiate between values about and values within, the former 

referring to the evaluation of topics during classroom discussions, the latter to beliefs enacted 

through classroom interaction, behaviours and policies. For example, a classroom discussion of 

the role of women in the workplace reveals values about gender, while interaction and turn-

taking patterns which encourage or deny women the opportunity to speak out in class 

demonstrate values within the classroom (ibid.). 

According to Menard-Warwick et al. (2016), talking about values during lessons can often 

motivate learners to speak more expansively than they would otherwise. Yet talking about values 

itself reflects a value-laden perspective associated with Communicative Language Teaching 

(ibid.). Meanwhile, both topic selection and the place of the teacher’s own opinions in such 

discussions remain complex. The appropriateness of talking about politics, sexuality, and 

religion, for example, varies according to context, learners’ age etc., and although teachers might 

aim for committed impartiality within the classroom (in which they state their own view, then 

allow competing perspectives to be freely aired and fairly heard (Kelly, 1986; Menard-Warwick 

et al., 2016)), their status and authority in class might potentially silence those students who fear 

to disagree (Miller-Lane et al., 2006). 

Values are reflected within classroom practices in a number of ways. Johnston et al. (1998) 

highlight the explicit rules and regulations that maintain teacher and institutional discipline in 

class (e.g. concerning cheating, lateness etc.), while Hafernik et al. (2002) focus on the dilemmas 

posed by poor learner attendance and non-completion of homework, issues that potentially 

challenge teacher authority and may also reduce the learning opportunities of other students in 

class. Hansen (1993), meanwhile, focuses on the ways in which hand-raising in class not only 

establishes order and turn-taking, but also reinforces the values of learner patience and teacher 

authority. Values also underpin the ways in which classroom talk and interaction are managed. 

For example, how might teachers balance the widely-held principle of relatively equal learner 

turn-taking in class with an individual’s right to be silent if they choose, i.e., ‘voluntary silence’ 

versus ‘enforced speech’ (Johnston, 2003, p.35)? 



Ultimately, although many language teachers would not consider that they explicitly teach 

values, values infuse teacher decision-making as, in our specific contexts, we try to ‘do the right 

thing’ for our students.  
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The Research Questions  

Focusing on a particular language classroom or classrooms: 

1. What rules and regulations operate in a/the language classroom (for example, about learner 

lateness, cheating, chatting, and even school uniform)? What values are conveyed by these 

rules? 

2. To what extent, and how, do the teachers teach values explicitly in the classroom? What values 

are taught? 

3. To what extent, and how, are particular values conveyed to learners implicitly in the 

classroom? What values are conveyed? 

4. To what extent are the values that ‘learners should participate relatively equally in class’ and 

‘learners have the right not to speak (‘the right to silence’)’ evident in the classroom? How is 

this tension resolved, if at all, and why does the teacher (and/or learners) take this approach? 

5. To what extent, and how, do teachers express their own views during values-based class 

discussions, for example, about aspects of politics or gender? Why, according to the teachers, 

do they take this approach? 

6. In what ways do values play out in a language classroom of younger learners compared to a 

classroom of adult learners? How does the age of the learners affect value-based issues in the 

classrooms? 

7. To what extent do teachers (and/or learners) report holding values which are contradictory 

(e.g., ‘honesty’ and ‘tact’ and ‘diplomacy’), and how are such contradictions managed in 

practice in the classroom? 



8. Identify a ‘critical incident’ in a classroom in which a conflicts between learners has emerged, 

for example, a disagreement during a value-based discussion (i.e., ‘values about’), or learners 

not working well together (e.g., interrupting, not listening, or not wishing to work together; 

i.e., ‘values within’). To what extent, and how, is the conflict dealt with in a way which attends 

both to the values of the learners involved and to the values and norms of the class more 

generally? 

9. How far do teachers believe they should attend to the needs or wishes of an individual learner 

if they run counter a) to the teacher’s own beliefs about what is right or appropriate in class, 

and b) the teachers’ perceptions of the needs of the whole class? How are any differences 

resolved in practice in the classroom? 

10. To what extent do the reported values of the teacher, learners and the school/institution 

coincide or differ? How are any differences resolved in practice in the classroom? 

Research methodologies might include classroom observation, fieldnotes and/or audio- and video-

recording; interviews and focus groups with teachers, learners and school/institutional managers; 

questionnaires and surveys; and the collation of relevant documentary evidence. Differing data 

sources might be triangulated to compare and contrast perspectives, and to build a more complete 

picture of values in the language classroom. 

 

Suggested Resources 

Buzzelli, C. and Johnston, B. (2002). The Moral Dimensions of Teaching. New York: 

Routledge. 

This accessible book focuses on what the authors term ‘the moral dimensions of classroom 

interaction’ (co-author Bill Johnston (2003) subsequently equates with ‘morality’ with ‘values’; 

see ‘Overview’ and reference below). It analyses classroom interaction transcripts to reveal ‘moral 

meaning’ in incidents and episodes where values are not, at least at first glance, obvious. The book 

focuses on three main issues: teachers’ (and learners’) use of language, and how this supports or 

hinders learners’ participation in class; how power relationships are mediated in teaching, 

particularly with regard to testing and assessment, the physical organisation of teaching, and the 

notion of learners’ ‘voice’; and the ways in which differing cultural values might come together in 

classrooms. The volume conveys a sense of the value-based complexities and ambiguities which 

are part of teaching and highlights the importance of context and the importance of teachers’ 

knowledge of their own classrooms. 

 

Crookes, G. (2013). Critical ELT in Action. New York: Routledge. 

Bringing together theory and practice, this volume aims to introduce teachers to second language 

critical pedagogy, that is, a perspective on language teaching, learning and curricula that critiques 

the status quo, creates alternative forms of practice, and seeks social justice for all. The book is an 

exploration of key issues, offering prompts to teachers who wish to develop the possibility of 

critical ELT in their own professional context. It consequently examines the ways in which values 

might underpin curricula and materials, classroom discourse, the ways in which we understand 

language and learning, and the institutional and administrative concerns which surround ELT 

programmes. Central to the discussion is the relationship between theory and values-in-theory on 



the one hand, and what happens in classrooms in practice on the other. In some ways, therefore, 

the book (deliberately!) asks as many questions of teachers as it answers. 

 

Hall, G. (2016). The Routledge Handbook of English Language Teaching. New York: 

Routledge. 

A substantial number of chapters in this handbook explore value-related issues in English 

Language Teaching. The opening five chapters examine the global context of ELT. They discuss 

how the emergence and recognition of varieties of English around the world, and of English as a 

Lingua Franca (ELF), poses value-based questions about what English should be taught and tested; 

how differing values might ‘flow’ and ‘compete’ within the politics and power relationships of 

global ELT; the ways in which English carries discourses, identities, memories, cultures and values 

at a global and local scale; changing perspectives, challenges and values around the ‘traditional’ 

distinction between so-called ‘native’ and ‘non-native’ speakers; and the implications of differing 

educational traditions – indigenous, progressive and critical - on ELT. Elsewhere, the volume 

examines how ELT materials represent both language for pedagogical purposes (and the 

simplifications and distortions this might entail) and the world and its inhabitants (and the failure 

to recognise some stigmatised social groups). Meanwhile, chapters focusing on English for 

academic purposes (EAP), English for specific purposes (ESP), language education and migration, 

bilingual education in a multilingual world, appropriate methodology, and the use of the learners’ 

own language(s) in class all reflect upon the ways in which what and how we teach draws on and 

reflects particular perspectives on the world around us, viewpoints which are infused with values. 

Each chapter concludes with Discussion questions to prompt further reader reflection, and a short 

annotated list of Further readings. 

 

Johnston, B. (2003). Values in English Language Teaching. New York: Routledge. 

This book provides an in-depth and wide-ranging exploration of the ways in which language 

teaching is ‘shot through with values’ (p.1). It argues that the morality of teaching is ‘highly 

complex, paradoxical, and saturated with important and difficult dilemmas’ (ibid.) and presents 

readers with practical value-related conundrums to prompt reflection. Following an introduction 

which defines key terms and emphasises the interplay between ‘the social’ and ‘the individual’ as 

values play out in practice, subsequent chapters focus on: the value-based complexities and 

dilemmas of classroom interaction (see also Buzzelli and Johnston, 2002); the politics of ELT in 

the world (including perspectives on Critical Pedagogy); the moral dilemmas which underlie 

language testing and assessment; value-based issues within language teacher identity (including 

teacher-student relationships, professionalism, and teachers’ religious beliefs); and the values, and 

indeed clashes of values, that underlie teacher development. 

 

Menard-Warwick, J. (2013). English Language Teachers on the Discursive Faultlines: 

Identities, ideologies, pedagogies. Bristol, UK: Multilingual Matters. 

This book explores the language ideologies, linguistic and cultural identities and cultural 

pedagogies of teachers from Chile and from California, drawing on the perspectives of the teachers 

themselves. The discussion takes as its starting point the idea that socio-historical and cultural 



contexts influence the linguistic and cultural identities of teachers. This affects they ways in which 

language teachers engage with competing discourses, summarised by the author as ‘ways of 

referring to and evaluating particular topics, such as sexuality, celebrity and the legal system – or 

ELT … realised through language’ (p.2). As teachers increase their own awareness of the 

interconnections between language, ideology, culture, and identity, they will be better able to make 

informed decisions about locally appropriate English language pedagogies. 
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