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This review examines studies in the area of classroom management in foreign language education. It 
is organized into three large areas: The first area focuses on the distinctive characteristics of foreign 
language instruction that are more likely to impact classroom management in foreign language classes. 
The second area provides a description of classroom management issues that foreign language teachers 
usually encounter in their practice; and the third area centers on the different alternatives to reduce the 
negative impact of classroom management on foreign language classes. Conclusions suggest a need for 
more research particularly on the relationship between classroom management and aspects such as target 
language use and teaching methods.
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Esta revisión examina estudios en el área del manejo de clase en la educación en lenguas extranjeras. 
Está organizada en tres áreas: La primera aborda las características particulares de la instrucción en 
lenguas extranjeras que más impactan el manejo de clase. La segunda describe aspectos del manejo de 
clase que docentes de lenguas extranjeras usualmente encuentran en su práctica; y la tercera presenta 
alternativas para reducir el impacto negativo del manejo de clase en el área de lenguas extranjeras. Las 
conclusiones sugieren más investigación particularmente sobre la relación entre el manejo de clase y 
el uso de la lengua extranjera y métodos de enseñanza.
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Introduction
Classroom management appears to be one of the 

most recurring teachers’ concerns, namely for begin-
ning teachers. This may be related to the fact that “the 
ideals that the beginning teacher formed during teacher 
training are replaced by the reality of school life where 
much of their energy is often transferred to learning 
how to survive in a new school culture” (Farrell, 2006, 
p. 212). Issues such as classroom discipline, dealing with 
individual differences and mixed-ability classes, organiza-
tion of class work, relationships with parents, insufficient 
and/or inadequate teaching materials, overcrowded 
classrooms, sitting arrangement, noise, and social and 
cultural activities (Sariçoban, 2010; Veenman, 1984), to 
name a few, usually get in the way of teachers, especially 
in their initial years of teaching. In many settings, such 
issues tend to constitute real challenges that all teachers 
must learn to cope with.

Despite the vast amount of research on classroom 
management from a general education perspective, 
the particular impact of foreign language instruction 
on classroom management issues appears to be rather 
scarce. Teacher educators in foreign language programs 
and foreign language teachers themselves must be aware 
of the impact that particular features of foreign language 
instruction such as target language use, interaction 
patterns, and communicative competence can have on 
the process of managing the classroom. These features 
ought to be examined in terms of how they may hinder 
or facilitate the development of classroom management 
skills. This is absolutely relevant as prospective foreign 
language teachers are often taught to promote the above 
features in their classes while seeking to maintain adequate 
classroom management. Conducting this exploratory 
review then helps to consolidate the view of classroom 
management as a constant concern for those involved in 
teacher education, and it raises awareness among future 
and in-service foreign language teachers to be prepared 
to successfully respond to the many conflicting issues 
and situations inherent to the classroom environment.

Before proceeding any further, it is relevant to make 
reference here to the conception of classroom manage-
ment. Brophy (1996) referred to classroom management 
as “actions taken to create and maintain a learning envi-
ronment conducive to successful instruction” (p. 5) while 
Marzano (2003) stated that it consisted of the integration 
of four areas: “establishing and reinforcing rules and 
procedures, carrying out disciplinary actions, maintaining 
effective teacher and student relationships, and main-
taining an appropriate mental set for management” (p. 
88). Similarly, Doyle (1986) affirmed that “management 
is commonly viewed as a pre-requisite to instruction, 
something to get out of the way so that teaching can 
occur” (p. 394) and Crookes (2003) further highlighted 
the importance of a relatively orderly classroom, or at 
least as he claims; “one in which whatever superficial 
manifestations of disorder may occur either do not 
prevent instruction and learning, or actually support 
them” (p. 144). In short, most of the previous conceptions 
of classroom management highlight the construction 
of an appropriate atmosphere in the classroom so that 
teaching and, consequently, learning can occur.

This paper provides a review of this complex phe-
nomenon of classroom management in relation to the 
field of foreign language education. I will start by offering 
a brief account of the methodology I used to conduct 
this review. After that, I will describe how research in 
classroom management has evolved in general education 
with emphasis on the most significant contributions. 
Then, I will present a synthesis of the main features of the 
foreign language classroom followed by reference to the 
distinctive aspects of classroom management in foreign 
language education. Next, I will focus on how research 
has described or characterized classroom management in 
foreign language education and the ways or mechanisms 
that various studies have proposed to reduce its impact. 
Finally, I will draw conclusions and offer suggestions for 
what might constitute potential avenues of research on 
classroom management in foreign language education.
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Procedure
In the context of this review, I initially consulted 

Google Scholar and then complemented my search with 
various databases including eric and Education Full 
Text. I entered the keywords “classroom management” 
and “foreign language education/teaching” and found 
articles in various general journals (such as Teaching 
and Teacher Education, and System) and more subject-
matter specific journals (such as elt Journal and Foreign 
Language Annals). After a careful examination of 29 
articles from nine journals and eight books and book 
chapters, I decided to exclude those that did not report 
results of research or that had serious limitations in terms 
of providing information about essential components 
of the research process.

Although it was not difficult to find books on the 
subject of classroom management in foreign language 
education, most of these (Farrell, 2008; Marzano, Gaddy, 
Foseid, Foseid, & Marzano, 2005; Scrivener, 2012) were 
how-to books focused on offering quick prescriptions 
and practical tips or activities to help language teachers 
cope with issues of classroom management in their 
teaching. In contrast, there were not many books that 
specifically address the phenomenon of classroom man-
agement in the field of foreign language education from 
a theoretical or research perspective. Wright’s (2005) 
Classroom Management in Language Education was 
without a doubt, a unique exception and an influential 
source in this review. Likewise, the chapter by Brophy 
(2006) in Evertson and Weinstein’s (2006) Handbook 
of Classroom Management also provided a nice histori-
cal review of the literature on classroom management 
although from a general education point of view.

The final corpus of the study regarding classroom 
management in the foreign language classroom was 
composed of 19 publications—fourteen articles from 
seven journals, two books, two book chapters, and 
a doctoral dissertation, all of which are referred to 
throughout this paper. Some publications on foreign 
language methodology and classroom management 

from a general educational perspective were additionally 
considered due to their relevance for understanding 
classroom management issues. The main shortcomings 
of the review had to do with restricted access to some 
publications within my working context; and a lack of 
examination of other studies on teaching methods (e.g., 
task-based language learning, content and language 
integrated learning) that may directly or indirectly deal 
with classroom management issues. Thus, the present 
study may be better understood as an exploratory review.

Classroom Management From a 
General Education Perspective
Research on classroom management in foreign 

language education appears to be noticeably missing 
from the large amount of literature on classroom man-
agement in general education. In examining the content 
of the Handbook of Classroom Management (Evertson 
& Weinstein, 2006), I did not find a single chapter that 
addressed the issue of classroom management from a 
language education perspective. It appears that “the 
literature has taken the issue of classroom discipline or 
behaviors of resistance in language classes for granted” 
(Crookes & Schmidt as cited in Rahimi & Hosseini, 
2012, p. 310). It could also be the case that the literature 
perceived classroom management as inherently equal 
to all subject matter areas and so ignored the distinctive 
characteristics of classroom management for specific 
content areas.

In a historical review of research on classroom 
management, Brophy (2006) outlined various peri-
ods in the development of classroom management, 
beginning with an emphasis on habit formation and 
less importance on aspects such as self-regulation and 
cooperative learning in early 1900s. Brophy claimed that 
there was little research on classroom management until 
the 1950s when there seemed to be more concerns for 
involving students in developing rules and procedures, 
and helping them achieve appropriate levels of inter-
nal self-control. Brophy equally stated that a balance 
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between authoritarian and laissez-faire approaches 
to classroom management began to evolve around 
this time. Initial actions towards this balance came 
from behavioral and ecological studies. Accordingly, 
behavioral studies promoted the use of techniques to 
increase students’ desired behavior (e.g., token reinforce-
ment program, praise and approval, establishing clear 
rules and directions, etc.) and procedures to decrease 
undesired behavior (e.g., extinction, self-reprimands, 
time out from reinforcement, etc.).

Ecological studies held the idea that classrooms 
were environmental settings and so, according to Bro-
phy (2006), relied on the assumption that “one needs 
to take into account the affordances and constraints 
created by teachers, peers, and other human actors, 
not just the settings’ physical characteristics” (p. 27). A 
significant contribution during this time was Kounin’s 
(1970) Discipline and Group Management in Classrooms 
where the author presented results and conclusions of 
various research studies. One of such studies focused 
on how a teacher’s method of managing the behavior of 
a student influenced other students as they comprised 
the audience of the event; this came to be known as the 
ripple effect in discipline, while another study consisted 
of videotaping classroom lessons aimed at studying 
disciplinary techniques. Kounin also suggested that 
there were several dimensions of teacher behaviors 
that affected the behavior of students. For example, 
“withitness” (or the teacher’s being aware of what is 
happening everywhere in the classroom at all times), 
overlapping (or attending to two issues at the same time), 
transition smoothness (or absence of dangles, thrusts), 
and planning for learning-related variety in seatwork.

Brophy (2006) then stated that process-outcome 
studies took place during the 1960s and through the 
1980s. These studies focused on the effects or outcomes 
of teacher actions and student interaction patterns and 
adapted concepts and ideas from Kounin’s work. Other 
relevant work on classroom management during this 
time was Doyle’s (1984) research on successful classroom 

managers, and Glasser’s (1990) Choice Theory model, 
which considered individuals as capable of making their 
own choices in terms of their behaviors and based on 
their needs and feelings. In short, Brophy pointed out 
that research on classroom management had been of 
very good quality. It had moved from inculcating good 
behavior habits to engagement in learning activities; 
from reactive discipline to proactive installation of 
desired procedures and routines; and from unilateral 
teacher control to development of students’ capacities 
for exercising responsibility and self-regulation. Brophy 
also concluded that management that was preventive, 
that clarified what students were expected to do and 
helped them do it was more likely to be effective than 
management that focused on misbehavior and after-
the-fact discipline.

Approaches to Foreign 
Language Teaching
Understanding classroom management issues in 

foreign language education requires an examination 
of the theoretical approaches and teaching methods 
that have characterized foreign language learning and 
teaching. Thus, this section makes a brief reference to such 
approaches and methods in an attempt to understand 
how they may impact classroom management.

Researchers in second language acquisition have, to a 
great extent, been guided in their thinking by the several 
theoretical approaches to the study of first language 
acquisition. Bohannon and Bonvillian (2008) provide 
a rich description of the main approaches (behavioral, 
linguistic, and interactionist) to the study of second lan-
guage acquisition. In that order, behavioral approaches 
focus on the observable and measurable conditions of 
language behavior whereas language development is a 
matter of “linking various stimuli in the environment 
to internal responses, and these internal responses to 
overt verbal behavior” (p. 261). Teachers view learners 
typically as passive recipients of environmental pres-
sures. In contrast, linguistic approaches emphasize that 
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language has a structure or grammar. Proponents claim 
the existence of a set of universal grammar rules while 
individuals are naturally endowed to learn a second 
language by progressively testing their own evolving 
grammars against the data provided by the environ-
ment. Interactionist approaches, added Bohannon and 
Bonvillian, assume that many factors (linguistic, social, 
biological, cognitive, etc.) interact and modify each other 
and therefore affect the course of language acquisition 
and development. The interactionist approaches are 
further divided into cognitive interactionist and social 
interactionist approaches. The former see language as 
emerging from or closely tied to advances in children’s 
cognitive development whereas the latter view language 
development “as an orderly, although complex, interac-
tive process where social interaction assists language 
acquisition and the acquisition of language allows more 
mature social interaction” (Bohannon & Bonvillian, 
2008, p. 292).

Wright (2005) also talks about three models of 
teaching: transmission, exploration, and social con-
structivism. Teaching as transmission is characterized 
by teacher control of the learning context in which 
teachers emphasize students being seated facing the 
teacher, memorization, rote learning, drills, and ques-
tion-and-answer practices. Exploratory teaching puts 
the learner at the center and the teacher is responsible 
for “assisting learners in designing for themselves the 
selection, pace and evaluation of appropriate learning 
experiences” (p. 201). Wright further highlights “the 
individual learner’s direct experience through which 
they ‘discover’ new knowledge and formulate their own 
ideas and meanings, as ‘active scientists’” (p. 201). In 
contrast, social constructivism stresses the role of the 
social context of learning and collaborative work so 
that students constantly engage in talk (Wright, 2005).

The previous theoretical approaches and models 
have served as the foundations to a large plethora of 
methods and approaches to foreign language teaching. 
Richards and Rodgers (2001) outline a chronology of 

the most significant teaching methods in this field. 
Interestingly, language teachers and teacher educa-
tors have witnessed how each new language teaching 
method promotes the belief that the teaching practices it 
supports provide a more effective alternative for teach-
ing than the methods that came before it (Richards & 
Rodgers, 2001). All in all, there has been a move from 
grammar-based teaching methods towards more com-
municative approaches in foreign language teaching. 
Grammar-based methodologies accentuated aspects 
such as analysis and memorization of grammar rules, 
translating texts into and out of the target language, 
reading and writing in the target language, using the 
students’ native language, and teaching grammar 
deductively. In contrast, communicative approaches 
advocate aspects such as learning to communicate, 
comprehensible pronunciation, dialogues centered on 
communicative functions. Communicative competence 
is the desired goal; students are expected to interact 
with other people, and the target language is learned by 
constantly struggling to communicate. Wright (2005) 
points out that the methodologies or teaching models 
used by teachers can be inferred from observing “the 
different types of activity they use, the order in which 
they use them and the ways in which participation in 
classroom talk is managed” (p. 190).

This evolution in teaching approaches and methods 
in language education has come to represent a transition 
from teacher-centered to learner-centered approaches 
advocated by foreign language teachers worldwide. 
Interestingly, every new teaching method has brought 
implications and consequences for classroom manage-
ment as elements such as teachers’ and learners’ roles, 
interaction patterns, and target language use tended to 
vary across such methods and therefore affected class-
room management in different ways. The relationship 
between teaching approaches or methods and classroom 
management becomes even more challenging as teachers 
almost never followed one methodology to the exclusion 
of others. In fact, Wright (2005) argues that “teachers 
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use a fairly wide variety of teaching activities, however; 
[they] seem to gravitate towards a set of shared beliefs 
and assumptions about what constitutes ‘good practice’, 
from which a common pedagogy emerges” (p. 192). I 
will return to the connection between teaching methods 
and classroom management later in this paper.

Distinctive Characteristics of 
Classroom Management in 
Foreign Language Education
Despite the fact that managing the classroom is an 

inherent aspect to the teaching profession and therefore 
makes its presence across all content areas, I believe that 
there are particular or unique features of the foreign 
language teaching profession that may have an impact 
on classroom management. To begin with, Borg (2006) 
identified eleven characteristics that distinguish language 
teachers from teachers of other subjects; I have high-
lighted below those I consider are most likely to affect 
classroom management (p. 24):
•	 Foreign language teaching is the only subject 

where effective instruction requires the teacher to 
use a medium (language) the students do not yet 
understand.

•	 Effective foreign language instruction requires 
interaction patterns such as group work, which is 
desirable but not necessary for effective instruction 
in other subjects.

•	 The methodology of language teaching is more 
diverse and aimed at creating contexts for com-
munication and maximizing student involvement.
As can be observed, aspects such as target language 

use, patterns of interactions, and teaching methodologies 
constitute distinctive features in foreign language educa-
tion and therefore may impact classroom management 
in various ways. Given the lack of research on how 
interaction patterns and teaching methodologies affect 
classroom management in foreign language education 
and the limited scope of this paper, I have decided to 
focus on how using the target language as the medium of 

instruction and overall communication in class impacts 
classroom management.

The use of the target language in the classroom has 
traditionally been emphasized in the foreign language 
teaching profession mainly in view of contemporary 
teaching methods that advocate a communicative ori-
entation in language teaching. Mercer (2001) highlights 
teachers’ use of language as the principal tool of their 
responsibilities which may include controlling unruly 
behavior, teaching a specific curriculum, and monitoring 
and assessing students’ progress. Allwright and Bailey 
(1991) also state that performing in a foreign language 
class is in a way more stressful than performing in other 
subject classes.

In mathematics, for example, you may get the answer wrong, but at 

least you can be reasonably sure of saying the numbers correctly. In 

language work, by contrast, even if in a sense you get the answer right 

(you find the correct form of the verb, say, in a blank-filling item) 

you may still make an almost infinite number of mistakes in what 

you say—for example, with imperfect pronunciation of individual 

sounds, wrong word stress, wrong sentence stress, and so on…In 

short, the risk of making a fool of yourself in a language class is very 

high, and you need to be a singularly robust character to avoid being 

affected adversely by feelings of anxiety in such a setting. (p. 174)

From conducting my own search, I found that 
few studies have addressed the impact of first or tar-
get language use on managing the foreign language 
classroom. For example, Kang (2013) explored how 
English as a foreign language (efl) teachers used their 
first language and/or the target language for classroom 
discipline. The study involved the participation of two 
efl teachers at two elementary schools in Korea. Kang 
investigated the significance of the differences between 
first language (l1) and target language (tl) use for two 
efl teachers at two elementary schools in Korea. One of 
the teachers demonstrated using more the tl as opposed 
to the l1 for disciplinary purposes. Kang concluded 
that low-level students found tl use to be difficult 
to comprehend, and claimed that it influenced their 
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behavior little whereas high-level students considered 
it helpful in increasing their target knowledge, and in 
increasing their respect for the teacher’s proficiency 
and their obedience to her. This teacher’s shift to more 
tl use seemed to “constitute her effort to reclaim her 
position as the authority figure, irrespective of its actual 
effectiveness for initiation and sustainment of classroom 
discipline” (p. 156). The other teacher employed more 
the l1 than the tl for classroom discipline which was 
connected to her lack of tl proficiency, and to the 
considerable unruliness of her students. In contrast, 
the students expressed that their lack of comprehen-
sion of the content that the teacher taught got them 
to engage in noisy chatter. Another teacher similarly 
admitted that her anxiety incited her to depend more 
on the l1 for classroom discipline.

Evans (2012) similarly contended that the foreign 
language classroom led both pre-service and in-service 
teachers into management issues that were uncommon 
or did not exist in other content area classrooms. She 
worked with five participants who had been student 
teachers for one semester from the fall of 2006 to the 
spring of 2010, and were currently working as in-service 
foreign language teachers. Evans found that tl use is 
a variable that positively affected student behavior. 
However, she cautioned that the use of the tl may not 
always be a winning classroom management strategy 
for foreign language teachers. The study equally allowed 
the identification of other particular or exclusive aspects 
in foreign language education (e.g., the lack of respect 
for the study of foreign language, and the inclusion of 
students who were heritage speakers of the tl) that may 
influence classroom management issues.

Other studies (Bateman, 2008; Nation, 2003; Wilker-
son, 2008) have examined the use of the l1 and the tl in 
foreign language education. Although classroom manage-
ment has not been a central concern for these authors, 
the studies have served to establish a clear connection 
between l1 or tl use and several other aspects of foreign 
language teaching including classroom management. 

Nation (2003) justified using the tl in the classroom on 
the basis that learners did not usually have the chance 
to use the tl outside the classroom, and insisted that 
classroom management was one way to promote tl 
use in class. This could include controlling behavior, 
explaining activities, and giving directions or instruc-
tions. Nation also argued that “if the use of English [as 
the target language] in classroom management is done in 
a planned, consistent way, then classroom management 
can be a very effective opportunity for learning through 
meaning focused input” (p. 2).

Bateman (2008) found that classroom management 
significantly contributed to the avoidance of the tl by 
student teachers at a private university who were worried 
that they would lose control of the class if they did not 
use their l1. Interestingly, one of the participants in this 
study indicated that “her mentor teacher had asked her 
to focus on classroom management instead of using the 
target language” (Bateman, 2008, p. 19). In this regard, the 
National Association of District Supervisors of Foreign 
Languages (n.d.) argued that a teacher’s use of [l1] to 
establish control had uniquely detrimental effects in 
the language classroom since students were supposed 
to communicate, take risks, and engage in meaningful 
interactions and tasks in the tl.

Wilkerson (2008) also focused on the use of English 
as the first language in a couple of Spanish as a foreign 
language courses in the United States. The study sought 
to understand why language instructors used English 
as the students’ l1 while teaching. Different from the 
previous studies, these teachers did not claim a lack of 
proficiency in the tl as one of the reasons to avoid its 
use. Instead, they used the l1 “to save time, demonstrate 
authority, and reduce ambiguity” (p. 315). Wilkerson 
indicated that participant teachers used the l1 to manage 
aspects of the classroom such as controlling the speed of 
classroom interactions, eliminating waiting or lag time, 
and limiting students’ turn taking.

This section has focused on the role that tl use plays 
in managing the foreign language classroom. Despite 
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the widespread demand for tl use to manage all the 
processes in the foreign language classroom, many 
teachers still tend to use the students’ l1 for purposes 
of classroom management. Even though lack of tl 
proficiency was an aspect identified in some studies as 
one of the reasons for teachers to be reluctant to use the 
tl, the fact remains that using the l1 appears to offer 
teachers better control of the learning environment 
and reduces the risk of inappropriate behavior and 
ambiguity. Nonetheless, the field of foreign language 
education needs more research to examine the role or 
impact of the tl on managing the classroom especially 
in view of the results presented by Kang (2013) between 
low-level and high-level learners.

Features of Classroom 
Management in Foreign 
Language Education
Various studies (Burnett, 2011; Evans, 2012; Eveyik-

Aydın, Kurt, & Mede, 2009; Farrell, 2003; Macías & 
Sánchez, 2015; Quintero & Ramírez, 2011; Wadden & 
McGovern, 1991) have sought to identify and charac-
terize the phenomenon of classroom management in 
foreign language teaching. Some studies have attempted 
to document the existence of classroom management 
as a pressing concern, a frequent struggle, and a seri-
ous challenge mainly for beginning foreign language 
teachers (Balli, 2009; Quintero & Ramírez, 2011; Lewis, 
2002). They have focused on teachers’ beliefs, views, and 
experiences in terms of classroom management; typical 
examples of students’ misbehavior; and the influence of 
previous teacher preparation coursework on teachers’ 
classroom management skills, among other issues.

Overall, those studies offer a rich description of the 
many aspects that are usually involved in classroom 
management from various perspectives. Wadden and 
McGovern (1991) introduced the term negative class 
participation to refer to classroom misbehavior, and 
identify examples of students’ misconduct including 
“disruptive talking and sleeping in class…persistent 

inaudible response and unwillingness to speak in the 
target language” (p. 119). Clearly, although most of 
the previous examples of student misbehavior may 
occur across all content areas, there are others such 
as unwillingness to speak in the tl that would pertain 
solely to foreign language education. It is by estab-
lishing clear rules or guidelines and sticking to them 
from the beginning that language teachers can solve 
problems associated with negative class participation, 
the authors concluded.

The first part of Quintero and Ramírez’s (2011) project 
looked at how five efl teacher trainees understood, 
explained, characterized, and dealt with discipline-related 
challenges in public school classrooms in Colombia. 
These teachers conducted action research projects at 
public schools in urban areas that serve low social stra-
tum neighborhoods. Quintero and Ramírez found that 
public school classrooms represented a difficult world 
where situations involving “complaints, arguments, 
varying emotions, confusion, conversation, and playing” 
(p. 66) abound. Most trainees in the study stated that their 
enthusiasm to learn and teach was brutally destroyed 
by sometimes minor and sometimes serious student 
misbehavior that hurt their self-esteem and made them 
feel frustrated. One of the most interesting findings in 
the previous study had to do with teacher trainees feeling 
unrecognized as figures of authority in class, presumably 
due to their young age and inexperience. Macías and 
Sánchez (2015) found a similar issue in working with 
pre-service efl teachers in Colombia. These teachers 
reported still seeing themselves as college students as 
opposed to teachers, a perspective which was perceived 
as an obstacle for gaining classroom management skills. 
Other challenges, possibly more inherent to foreign 
language education, that affected these pre-service 
teachers’ classroom management included students’ 
negative attitude towards the foreign language and their 
apparent low level of tl proficiency.

Two other studies involved the participation of 
a beginning efl teacher in Singapore (Farrell, 2003), 
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and a more experienced efl teacher in Turkey (Eveyik-
Aydın et al., 2009). Farrell (2003) investigated the role 
that support (from the school and colleagues) played 
during the teacher’s first year teaching whereas Eveyik-
Aydın et al. (2009) researched the relationship between 
the teacher’s classroom management beliefs and her 
actual teaching practices. Although Farrell did not 
focus explicitly on classroom management, it indirectly 
touched on this issue as one of the many compelling 
challenges that beginning teachers experienced in their 
first year of professional language teaching.

Findings in Farrell’s (2003) study in regard to class-
room management were related to the phases this teacher 
went through during that year. Accordingly, the teacher 
moved from an early idealism as he wanted to connect 
and make a difference in his students’ lives, to experi-
encing some shock from the reality of the classroom as 
he moved through his first semester. In an attempt to 
survive this phase, this teacher sought quick fixes for 
the discipline problems he experienced in one of his 
classes, but he still encountered some difficulties with 
the class and his communication with his colleagues. 
He then moved to a phase of beginning to recognize 
these difficulties and causes as he also wondered if he 
would make it as a teacher. As the first year progressed, 
this teacher began to cope better with his classes (his 
teaching methods and classroom management). On the 
other hand, results of Eveyik-Aydın et al.’s (2009) study 
showed that the teacher had interactionalist orientations 
(that is, she considered that students and teachers should 
both be responsible for managing the classroom) on 
instructional and people management while she had 
interventionist beliefs (that is, she believed that students 
master proper behavior mainly when such behavior are 
reinforced by a system of rewards and punishments) 
on behavior management.

The studies conducted by Burnett (2011) and Evans 
(2012) involved more than one participant, and also 
sought to obtain teachers’ views in regard to vari-
ous issues associated with classroom management in 

foreign language teaching. Burnett (2011) focused on 
two practicing language teachers working in public 
schools in Southern Mississippi. One of these two 
teachers revealed that much of what she had learned 
in previous graduate coursework did not apply to the 
classroom since most of her talk centered on control-
ling out-of-turn talking by students. Similarly, both 
participant teachers in the same study used several 
strategies to deal with student misbehavior including 
telling the students they would have a quiz if they did 
not behave properly, moving a student’s desk by the 
teacher’s desk, giving detentions and calling on prin-
cipals, counselors, and parents for help. In contrast, 
Evans (2012) noted that all five teachers in the study 
had a very positive view of their teacher education 
coursework. They believed that it had provided them 
with powerful tools to understand and deal with class-
room management issues.

The studies in this section present a general view 
of the many aspects that characterize classroom man-
agement in the field of foreign language education. 
These studies have offered a description of this 
phenomenon from the perspectives of beginning 
teachers to a large extent and of more experienced 
foreign language teachers to a lesser extent. Studies 
by Evans (2012) and Wadden and McGovern (1991) 
served to confirm that foreign language teachers often 
face classroom management issues that appear to be 
exclusive to the field of foreign language education. 
For example, issues such as inaudible responses, 
unwillingness to communicate in the target language, 
lack of respect for the study of foreign languages, and 
the inclusion of students who were heritage speakers 
of the tl, are likely to have a significant impact on 
foreign language teachers’ classroom management 
skills. Studies by Burnett (2011) and Evans (2012) led 
to a divided opinion in relation to the influence of 
previous preparation coursework on how teachers 
manage their classrooms.
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Reducing the Impact of 
Classroom Management 
Problems in Foreign Language 
Education
Research on classroom management in foreign 

language education has also focused on providing ways 
or mechanisms to help foreign language teachers reduce 
the impact of classroom management issues in their 
courses. Soares (2007) replicated an action research 
study of her own aimed to reduce the negative class 
participation of a group of misbehaving and unmo-
tivated efl students in a language school in Brazil. 
She concluded that building rapport and developing 
awareness-raising activities constituted an effective way 
to minimize behavior problems in the foreign language 
classroom, especially regarding aspects previously identi-
fied by Wadden and McGovern (1991) such as disruptive 
talking, incomplete homework, and unwillingness to 
speak only English in class. The author highlighted that 
teachers had to learn to “value students as individuals 
and show them they are capable of going beyond their 
perceived limitations” (Soares, 2007, p. 53). Similarly, 
teachers had to help students to understand that they 
were responsible for constructing a positive learning 
environment by contributing their share to it.

Two other survey studies (Fowler & Sarapli, 2010; 
Rahimi & Hosseini, 2012) aimed to investigate efl 
students’ perspectives and expectations of their teachers’ 
classroom management strategies and techniques. 
Findings in Rahimi and Hosseini’s (2012) study revealed 
that efl teachers used recognition and reward most 
often and punishment and aggression less frequently 
when dealing with misbehavior in their classes. The 
study similarly indicated that public school female 
teachers tended to use aggression as a strategy more 
than teachers in private schools. On the other hand, 
Fowler and Sarapli (2010) found that effective classroom 
management was just as important to English language 
students as it was to teachers, and that a rather strict 
classroom where teachers valued and respected students 

was usually expected by students. The authors added 
that efl students also claimed that they needed to know 
what teachers expected of them in terms of their behavior 
and fair testing practices.

Waters (1998) claimed that an understanding of 
the “monkey”, a concept from management studies 
used to denote the “next move” in a problem-solving 
process, could help to ease the problem of classroom 
management in English language teaching. The monkey 
management system established that priority should be 
given to who should solve the problem. In the context 
of foreign language teaching, it often happens that the 
teacher accepts responsibility for solving problems 
that students should solve. In other words, “if teachers 
solve problems for their learners which they can solve 
for themselves, they collect their learners’ monkeys. 
As a result, they soon become overworked, while the 
learners sit back and take it easy” (Waters, 1998, p. 13). 
Waters stressed that developing appropriate monkey 
management attitudes in class may lead teachers to put 
a learner-centered approach to classroom management 
into practice in English language teaching.

Other studies (Castellanos, 2002; Quintero & Ra-
mírez, 2011) have also identified a great variety of ways 
or strategies to help foreign language teachers reduce 
the impact of classroom management problems in 
the courses they teach. Participants in Quintero and 
Ramírez’s (2011) study emphasized talking with the 
involved students, including providing a variety of 
activities in lessons, maintaining students’ attention, 
giving clear explanations and instructions, keeping 
learners busy, and managing time wisely were among 
the strategies they used to deal with discipline prob-
lems. Castellanos (2002) revealed a series of strategies 
such as focusing, monitoring, modeling, non-verbal 
cueing, environmental control, and assertive and posi-
tive discipline, among others, that may contribute to 
better classroom management. This study took further 
significance as it offered support to the importance of 
working on students’ self-esteem and teachers playing 
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fair as factors that contribute to reduce children’s level 
of aggressiveness and to construct a positive classroom 
environment.

This section has looked at different ways or mecha-
nisms that research has contributed to help foreign 
language teachers better cope with classroom man-
agement issues. Interestingly, some of the suggested 
mechanisms may result in the application of particular 
concepts or frameworks such as Waters’ (1998) monkey 
concept while others advocate teachers’ new dispositions 
such as abandoning punishment and aggression in favor 
of more recognition and reward (Rahimi & Hosseini, 
2012) or promoting students’ self-esteem and respon-
sibility in maintaining a positive learning environment 
(Castellanos, 2002; Soares, 2007). The story structure 
framework (Farrell, 2006) may also help to create a 
safe and non-judgmental support system for foreign 
language teachers to share their emotional burden and 
isolating experiences when they first enter the world 
of teaching. This story structure framework, according 
to Farrell, follows a pattern of setting-complication-
resolution where the setting addresses questions such 
as: Who was involved? What took place? When did it 
take place? The complication centers on the problem 
that arose together with critical moments in the story 
and the resolution focuses on how the teacher dealt 
with those complications. Sources such as those I men-
tioned earlier in this paper (Farrell, 2008; Marzano et 
al., 2005; Scrivener, 2012) offer more concrete tasks and 
activities intended to help foreign language teachers 
alleviate classroom management issues. However, I 
would encourage foreign language teachers to be cautious 
about implementing quick fix solutions to classroom 
management issues without previously considering the 
circumstances of their teaching contexts.

Discussion and Conclusions
Within the scope of this literature review, research 

on classroom management in foreign language education 
has followed predominantly qualitative methodologies 

with a particular emphasis on case studies, and has 
involved the use of classroom observations, interviews, 
questionnaires, journals, and field notes. Furthermore, 
most studies have relied on the participation of foreign 
language students, student teachers, beginning teachers, 
and in-service teachers of mainly English and, in a 
couple of cases, Spanish as foreign languages. Most 
of the studies were also conducted from an etic per-
spective where the researchers were university faculty, 
practicum supervisors, or outside teachers and “experts” 
investigating classroom management in a context they 
had connections with.

The review points out the existence of distinctive 
aspects of the field of foreign language teaching that may 
affect classroom management in particular ways. These 
aspects include tl use, interaction patterns, teaching 
methods, the inclusion of heritage speakers of the tl 
(particularly in the case of Spanish as a foreign language 
in the United States), and the lack of respect for the 
study of a foreign language. It follows that no other 
aspect seems to have gained more attention that the use 
of the tl in the foreign language classroom. However, 
despite the vast amount of research on the use of l1 or 
tl in the foreign language classroom (Littlewood & Yu, 
2009; Nation, 2003; Wilkerson, 2008), very few (Evans, 
2012; Kang, 2013) have looked at it from the perspective 
of the implications for classroom management. The 
other distinctive aspects of foreign language education 
that may impact classroom management appear to 
have received little or no attention in the literature. 
Teaching methods and approaches have nonetheless 
been of particular relevance here as they are likely to 
influence the classroom management skills teachers 
need to develop in response to more particular aspects 
of teaching such as class activities, materials, patterns 
of interaction, and teachers’ and students’ roles.

In relation to the description or characterization of 
classroom management in foreign language education, 
I feel that most studies have focused on reaffirming 
the existence of classroom management problems in 



Universidad Nacional de Colombia, Facultad de Ciencias Humanas, Departamento de Lenguas Extranjeras164

Macías

foreign language teaching. These studies have offered 
lists of issues or problems that foreign language teachers 
typically encounter in their lessons, how these problems 
affect teachers, how they deal with them from their 
own perspectives, the beliefs and views they have 
of classroom management, and how their previous 
teacher preparation coursework has influenced their 
classroom management practices. I nonetheless believe 
that these studies can help to obtain an overview of 
what characterizes classroom management in foreign 
language education. It is important to realize that many 
of the problems in classroom management in foreign 
language classes identified throughout the literature 
(e.g., insufficient or inadequate materials and resources, 
overcrowded classrooms, etc.) clearly coincide with prob-
lems teachers of other content areas usually confront, 
while other issues (e.g., unwillingness to speak in the 
target language, students at different levels of language 
proficiency) pertain almost exclusively to the area of 
foreign language education.

Many of the actions suggested in the studies reviewed 
seem to come from teachers’ own experiences in the 
context of the research projects or from ideas established 
previously in the literature in general education or in 
other fields. For instance, some of the alternatives for 
teachers to cope with classroom misbehavior in various 
studies seemed rather prescriptive and dogmatic. They 
emphasized the promotion and awareness-raising actions 
of rules or guidelines usually established by the teacher 
with no apparent student participation or involvement 
in the making of such rules.

Teacher preparation programs usually continue to 
promote theories and practices which revolve around 
the concept of the ideal learner (Soares, 2007) and so 
turn a blind eye to issues of classroom misbehavior in 
actual foreign language classrooms. This leaves teachers, 
particularly beginning teachers, with “little but their 
intuition to guide them” (Soares, 2007, p. 43). I consider 
there should be more concern about the potential impli-
cations of coping (or not) with classroom misbehavior 

in foreign language education. It is the responsibility of 
all those involved in teacher preparation to guide new 
teachers in designing and implementing alternatives 
to confront those particular aspects that may influence 
classroom management in the teaching and learning 
of foreign languages.

Directions for Further Research
Despite the great amount of research on classroom 

management from a general education perspective, 
there seems to be ample need for research on various 
features of foreign language education in terms of how 
they impact classroom management for teachers in 
various positions. Issues related to tl use, patterns of 
interaction, and teaching methods are in need of being 
investigated from the perspective of the influence they 
can have on classroom management issues in foreign 
language education.

To further illustrate, a particular research initia-
tive could examine the connection between classroom 
management problems and the teaching method used by 
foreign language teachers. This is particularly relevant in 
the light of the principles emphasized by communica-
tive approaches in language teaching. A study of this 
nature may contribute to validate the assumption that 
the teaching method(s) that teachers choose to follow 
will in a great part determine the classroom manage-
ment challenges they will encounter in their practice.

There is also a need to investigate classroom man-
agement issues in the foreign language classroom from 
an emic perspective, that is, from teachers themselves 
as researchers. Teachers are in a unique position to 
investigate issues of their immediate teaching setting. I 
have come to realize that teachers can do a lot for their 
own professional development if they seriously assume 
the role of researchers of their own classrooms.

Analysis of the classroom management approach 
that foreign language teachers rely on equally constitutes 
another avenue of inquiry. It may be interesting to 
generate opportunities for foreign language teachers 
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to characterize and reflect on their own approach to 
managing the classroom so that they can find possible 
connections with those more distinctive features of 
foreign language instruction that may affect classroom 
management.
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