[bookmark: _Toc194957478]Reflective Essay

Nathan J. Burgess



An essay submitted to the faculty of
Brigham Young University
in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of

Master of Arts 



K. James Hartshorn, Chair
Ben McMurry
Matthew Wilcox


Department of Linguistics
Brigham Young University


Copyright © 2025 Nathan J. Burgess
All Rights Reserved

[bookmark: _Toc194957479]TABLE OF CONTENTS

TITLE	i
TABLE OF CONTENTS	ii
Introduction	1
Reflection	1
Before TESOL MA at BYU	1
Initial Knowledge	1
Initial Experience	2
Initial Goals	3
TESOL MA at BYU	3
Knowledge Gained	3
LING 610 Methods & Materials.	4
LING 611 Methods & Materials Application.	5
LING 620 Research in TESOL.	6
LING 612 TESOL Practicum.	6
LING 640 Language Acquisition.	7
LING 660 Language Testing.	7
LING 631 Grammar Theory & Pedagogy.	8
LING 670 TESOL Rdg, Wrtg, & Vocab.	9
LING 671 Lst Spkg Pronun.	9
LING 679 Supervsn-Admin Practicum.	10
LING 695 TESOL Seminar.	11
Experience Gained	12
Goal Adjustments	13
Portfolio Experience	14
Conclusion	14
1


[bookmark: _Toc194957480]Introduction
	This reflective essay aims to reflect my knowledge, experience, and goals prior to and following my time in the TESOL MA program at BYU. It exhibits what I’ve learned from each of the courses I’ve taken, the experiences I’ve simultaneously gained outside these courses, and the personal goals that have developed and evolved from my learning and experiences. Finally, this essay will include insight into my portfolio and an overview of what I’ve gained from the program.

[bookmark: _Toc194957481]Reflection
[bookmark: _Toc194957482]Before TESOL MA at BYU
	This section reflects on the initial knowledge, experience, and goals that I had coming into the program at BYU. I discuss concepts learned from my undergraduate courses, the experience I gained as a student teacher, pronunciation tutor, and teaching in Thailand, as well as my goals entering the program at BYU. This part of the essay highlights my preparedness for the program but also helps illustrate a stark contrast between my past and present self. Because of this program, I’ve made many improvements to my teaching by deepening my once shallow knowledge, increasing and utilizing my once limited experience, and redefining my once unambitious goals.

[bookmark: _Toc194957483]Initial Knowledge
	From my degree in TESOL Education at BYU Hawaii, I already had quite a solid foundation in TESOL. I already had a basic teaching philosophy and was familiar with sociolinguistics, phonology, morphology, English syntax, technology assisted instruction, language acquisition, speaking and writing pedagogy, assessment, and classroom management. I would have been able to give information about theories from Dornyei, Krashen, Chomsky, Vygotsky and maybe a few others–this was the extent of my explicit theoretical knowledge. I could create lesson plans, rubrics, and assessments, but it was all in a vacuum. For all these TESOL lesson plans I wrote, there were no students I was preparing for, and that meant there were no needs or objectives to teach toward. In other words, they weren’t real lesson plans at that time, so I still didn’t know how to truly write one at that point.

[bookmark: _Toc194957484]Initial Experience
BYU Hawaii also equipped me with practical experience as a student teacher and multicultural understanding. However, this experience wasn’t exactly in TESOL. Rather, I taught English language arts to 7th grade native speakers. Though these are different, I did glean some initial ideas on how to teach the language skills of speaking, reading, writing, and vocabulary. This time, I was writing real lesson plans for real students, but not in a TESOL context. This is not to say BYU Hawaii gave me no experience in TESOL. As an employee at BYU Hawaii tutoring pronunciation, I had plenty of opportunities to use what I had learned in my phonology class. Though pronunciation is just a small part of teaching English, it was nonetheless a part for me to practice teaching.
I also had some experience and understanding having lived and taught in Thailand for nearly two years. This involved the actual teaching of English to speakers of another language. However, it was not my focus while there and it was more of a chore to be finished than a skill to be developed for me. This duty was performed with hardly any training and no education. The lesson plans were just activity lists, and there were no assessments or rubrics at all, not even a needs assessment.

[bookmark: _Toc194957485]Initial Goals
	My initial goals in this program were admittedly not well defined. I must confess that at the time, all that mattered to me was to get a master’s degree to increase my marketability to employers. I was not actually seeking any specific knowledge or improvements. Rather, the goal was for me to prove myself capable of the degree relying on what I already knew. I did not imagine my goals would evolve beyond that, though they certainly did.
[bookmark: _heading=h.88xl7l7dxns5]
[bookmark: _Toc194957486]TESOL MA at BYU
	This part of the essay covers my entire experience at BYU in the TESOL MA program. This includes the specific knowledge I gained from each of my courses, the experiences provided to me by the program, and the goals I’ve made as a result of my growth in knowledge and experience. Reading this section will provide the reader with a detailed understanding of how the program has benefited and changed me and contrasts my prior understanding.

[bookmark: _Toc194957487]Knowledge Gained
This section gives a detailed account of my learning in each course taken. It is also evidence of my ability and tendency to reflect on my learning so that I can implement my knowledge into my profession as a teacher. Evident in each of these reflections is the fact that I’ve learned much during my time in the program, and the content is not just important to me but transformative for me.	

[bookmark: _Toc194957488]LING 610 Methods & Materials.
	This class was truly packed with content. Many of the things I learned in this course would be revisited and expanded upon in later courses. The course introduced many prominent experts in the field and their perspectives on several foundational concepts in TESOL. This included information regarding past and present approaches, essential teacher skills, ways to integrate language and content, learner identities and purposes, and professional development. Many of these areas were new to me and each of them were valuable. 
Perhaps the most valuable knowledge that I gained from this class regarded the core skill areas. I learned that speaking consists of fluency, accuracy, appropriacy, and authenticity. I learned several class activities for speaking like discussions, presentations, role plays, conversations, dialogue journals, videos, and podcasts. For listening, I learned that there are one-way and two-way tasks. I also learned that one can listen for different purposes, such as for details, global understanding, main ideas, to infer, to predict, and listening selectively. For reading, I learned the importance of building fluency, vocabulary, motivation, and metacognition. This mainly means giving extensive practice, some autonomy in choosing, and lessons structured on pre/during/post reading. Writing must be meaningful, accurate, and effectively composed. In other words, the product and process must both be given consideration. Writing must also be directed to the learner’s needs.
As for the subskills, I learned that vocabulary may be learned intentionally and incidentally–either of which is beneficial. Additionally, vocabulary depth and breadth must both be developed. Grammar is defined by its structure, pragmatics, and semantics (or simply form, meaning, and use). When teaching grammar, students need positive and negative evidence, meaning that they need examples of what is and isn’t possible. Finally, the teaching of pronunciation involves segmentals (consonants and vowels), many suprasegmental features, intelligibility (over sounding native-like), and the utilization of visuals and technology.

[bookmark: _Toc194957489]	LING 611 Methods & Materials Application.
	In this course, I developed many practical skills. In this course, I spent lots of time examining case studies and research papers that corresponded to the issue at hand. I also did independent studies and research to resolve issues that I was having as I was teaching that semester. One of the first things I learned from personal studies concerned corrective feedback strategies. These included recasting (reformulating correctly), repeating (emphasizing error), clarification requests (requesting explanation), explicit correction, elicitation (prompting self-correction), and paralinguistic signals (gestures or facial expressions). Learning all these have greatly helped me to avoid accidentally demeaning or demotivating students. I also explored how a teacher can keep students engaged, use technology to enhance teaching, handle retake opportunities, employ effective assessments, and effectively use textbooks.
	In class, I can still remember the discussions I had around the case studies. These concerned student struggles in adjusting to new environments, handling issues regarding group work and student behavior, addressing attendance and participation, dealing with misunderstandings and plagiarism, promoting positive collegiality and instructive effectiveness, and giving students proper assessments and assistance. From examining these case studies and by working with colleagues to gain further perspective, I was and still am much better equipped to handle similar scenarios in my own work.



[bookmark: _Toc194957490]LING 620 Research in TESOL.
	This research course really helped me to learn all the components of a professional research paper, especially in the field of TESOL. I evaluated several different published papers using what I had learned from textbooks about APA and second language research. Because of this course, I learned that a good modern abstract concisely describes the objectives, participants, methods, findings, and conclusions in less than 250 words. Introductions are meant to make a case for the study and prove exigency. Literature reviews not only review literature, but also show a clear gap in needed research and sets up one’s research questions. Methods go into detail on participants, raters, instruments, processes, and analyses–allowing for a replicable study to be performed. Results include the facts and data often utilizing tables and figures. Discussions must provide insight that connects back to literature and may include study limitations. Finally, a conclusion will summarize the study, its purposes, and its implications. We were also involved in doing research, which helped me to better understand the process from experience. Ultimately, I learned to become a better writer academically and generally owing to our discussions on structure, mechanics, and cohesion.

[bookmark: _Toc194957491]	LING 612 TESOL Practicum.
	This practicum course taught me a lot through experience, observation, and reflection. I can list many things I learned from observations alone. I learned to dress and carry myself more professionally. I learned to redirect more questions to learner classmates to give them an opportunity to discover the answer themselves. I learned to contextualize vocabulary and language to improve retainment. I learned to be more familiar with course objectives and to rely on these to make the most out of each class period. I learned to ask students what they mean by something rather than pretending I understood or moving past it. I learned to start class by showing an agenda. I learned to encourage lots of peer discussion.
	As for things I’ve learned from my own experience and peer feedback: I learned that I shouldn’t move too quickly through content and that review is necessary to solidify information retention. I learned that using the students’ L1 can be helpful on occasion. I learned that visuals and modeling are crucial for improving learner comprehension. I learned that I could improve by including more warm-up activities in my lessons, avoiding excessive lecturing, remembering to pre-teach vocabulary, and keeping on time with activity plans.

[bookmark: _Toc194957492]	LING 640 Language Acquisition.
	This course focused on theoretical knowledge. Speaking generally, this class helped me to learn the things that both challenge and stimulate language development. This included individual differences such as affect, personality, willingness to communicate, learning styles, openness to experience, and field dependence. Other topics included universal grammar, sociocultural theory, noticing, input/output, markedness, transfer, and the critical period hypothesis–each important in understanding the rationale behind historical and modern language teaching pedagogy.

[bookmark: _Toc194957493]	LING 660 Language Testing.
	During this course, I learned much about test purposes and types in addition to effective test administration. I learned the functions, accuracy, content, and text types expected of various language learners and how to evaluate these. I also learned about item types, creation, components (e.g. prompt, stem, key, distractors) and factors which make items valid and reliable. Moreover, I learned how to test and improve item effectiveness using item analysis, rubrics, and multiple raters.
	Through practical experience, I also learned how to use Excel to calculate standard deviations, weighted and curved averages, item reliability and discrimination, point-biserial coefficients, item and population variance, and standard error of measurement. With this experience, I’m able to evaluate my or other assessments. Finally, I learned how to appropriately select and adapt passages for target test populations. In summary, I have all the experience and knowledge necessary to create and evaluate valuable assessments.

[bookmark: _Toc194957494]	LING 631 Grammar Theory & Pedagogy.
	As the course name suggests, this course provided me with all the theory and pedagogical knowledge necessary to teach grammar effectively. It built on my knowledge from 610 regarding form, meaning, use, and positive/negative evidence. I learned how to utilize the PACE model to prime students for learning grammatical concepts in brief presentations, then to direct their attention to the grammar structure and co-construct the underlying patterns to give them a deep understanding of the grammar. After these steps, I provide an extension activity that contextualizes the grammar in a communicative task which helps solidify their understanding.
	Aside from this essential teaching model, I also gained an essential understanding of English grammar so that I’d have the content knowledge necessary to teach such. I mastered understanding parts of speech, phrases, clauses, modals, adverbials, negation, corpus usage, descriptive grammar (how grammar is actually used) versus prescriptive grammar (as defined by scholars), and register. One final takeaway from this class was that grammar concepts should be level appropriate and prioritized based on utility–considering how the grammar can be useful.	

[bookmark: _Toc194957495]LING 670 TESOL Rdg, Wrtg, & Vocab.
	This course has changed the way I teach and understand reading, writing, and vocabulary. Prior to this course, vocabulary was happenstance–in other words I never taught it unless a student asked me a vocabulary question. Now, I realize the essentiality of vocabulary and plan vocabulary instruction into my course. I strongly encourage students to study vocabulary outside of class using targeted vocabulary lists that are level appropriate. Regarding reading and writing, I learned that these skills are best taught through practice (skill acquisition theory) and integration due to correlations and overlap between the two. The teacher also has a role in teaching students the strategies necessary to improve these skills. Not only that, but a teacher should carefully craft their class to meet student needs and consider learner backgrounds and attitudes. It is also important that the teacher implements frequent reflection and multimodal feedback. This class also influenced me to undertake a vocabulary project aimed to significantly improve the learner’s experience and their vocabulary level.

[bookmark: _Toc194957496]	LING 671 Lst Spkg Pronun.
	The initial focus of this course was centered on listening. I learned that there are different types of listening (e.g. transactional, social-interactional) and purposes to listening. I also learned strategies of successful listeners such as using context to infer, using prior knowledge, and self-monitoring. Additionally, I learned how to effectively use technology to give students frequent practice, to introduce extensive amounts of listening in the classroom, to integrate listening with other skills, to instruct students in listening for different purposes (e.g. global or selective), and to draw upon students’ prior knowledge.
	The course then addressed pronunciation. I learned all about historical techniques to pronunciation teaching which helped me to understand what has been found to be ineffective and effective. I found that pronunciation teaching is best when it is motivating, contextualized in authentic communications, and improves speaker intelligibility. Suprasegmentals have been shown to be particularly essential for intelligibility, and I now understand what suprasegmentals are and by what means they can be taught. General speaking characteristics are also important, including clarity, volume, speed, eye contact, fluency, voice quality, and energy. I know not only how to teach pronunciation, but also how to tutor it through experience and strategies like read-alouds and spontaneous speech. The Zoom Principle helped me to understand that there needs to be a need assessment for the students to identify global errors, targeted practice to improve specific errors, then contextualizing them into authentic speech like dialogues will ensure students are ready to implement the improvements in actual communications. As for teaching speaking specifically, I’ve learned about conversational expectations and strategies, Grice’s maxims, and feedback strategies.

[bookmark: _Toc194957497]	LING 679 Supervsn-Admin Practicum.
	In this course, there were several experienced administrators in many English language programs from diverse contexts that imparted their wisdom upon me in person, over Zoom, and through our course textbook. I learned that in an English language program, administrators have a long list of responsibilities–assessment, placement, technology, communications, projects (e.g. research), hiring, payroll, trainings, substitutes, student orientation, attendance, academic compliance, personal challenges, resources, materials, admissions, extensions, transferring, terminating, marketing, accreditation, policy, gathering data, keeping documentation, defending the program, recruiting, organizing courses, observations and evaluations, finances, budgeting, legalities, cultural awareness, and collaborating. Evidently, administrators need lots of help and support–a team if possible. If ever I become an administrator, I will know exactly what challenges await and I will be sufficiently prepared to address them (as best as one possibly could). Our course project on creating a citizenship clinic has given me additional experience and insight that is certain to help as well.

[bookmark: _Toc194957498]	LING 695 TESOL Seminar.
	This course has prepared me for work and life beyond graduate school through two influential books: "Designing Your Life" by Bill Burnett and Dave Evans, and “Atomic Habits: An Easy & Proven Way to Build Good Habits & Break Bad Ones” by James Clear. The former book has taught me how to balance health, work, play, and love to promote overall well-being and prevent burnout. Moreover, I’ve learned how to reframe my thinking about problems to be able to address them more effectively and avoid getting stuck. I’ve identified my core values and things that engage me, helping me to direct my energy towards what is essential and not just urgent. I’ve learned to open myself to more than one option and to avoid bias towards first options. Finally, I’ve learned to learn through experience but also to rely on others' wisdom and experience to help me improve myself.
	As for Atomic Habits, I’ve learned to strive to repeatedly make 1% improvements that compound into significant changes over time. I focus and love the process of improving, helping me to more easily obtain the desired product of improvement. I’ve learned how to make good habits and break bad habits through gaining a deep understanding of the 4 step model of habits and experimenting with current habits. I’ve learned the importance of taking action, proactivity, environment design, accountability, involving others, introspection, and motivation in making improvements. 

[bookmark: _Toc194957499]Experience Gained
This section reflects on the extensive experiences I’ve gained teaching language skills to second language learners of various proficiencies and working on a thesis. Regarding my practicum teaching for novice adult learners in the community, refer to the section, “LING 612 TESOL Practicum.” Regarding teaching at the ELC, I’ve taught a speaking and grammar course to intermediate low learners, a writing course to intermediate mid learners (twice), and a listening and speaking course to advanced low learners (three times), in that order. From my first experience teaching, I was fortunate to have a supervisor, professor, and classmates to guide me. From them and through self-reflection, I learned to speak less to give my students more time to practice and improve their skills. I learned to utilize slides to enhance the learning experience and increase my class organization. I learned to be more than just a textbook user, to give corrective feedback in an effective and respectful manner, and to address student issues with firmness, fairness, and sympathy. From my writing classes, I learned how to balance giving feedback and the effectiveness of extensive student practice. Finally, from the three times I’ve taught listening and speaking, I’ve learned how to diversify my activities to address different micro skills and effectively meet course objectives. Moreover, I’ve learned to seek feedback from students and be receptive to their suggestions.
My experience working on the thesis taught me several crucial skills, and put my knowledge from “LING 620 Research in TESOL” to the test. I reflected on the exigence of my topic, examined many articles taking extensive notes and synthesizing large amounts of  information, recorded and interpreted several pieces of data, crafted several tables and figures, and carefully wove it all into one text–drafting and revising continually due to issues in content, structure, mechanics, cohesion, and conciseness. Because of this, I’m now deeply familiar with the research, analytical, and writing processes expected in academia. I feel more confident in my ability to critically evaluate research in the field of TESOL and in my ability to contribute to such.

[bookmark: _Toc194957500]Goal Adjustments
[bookmark: _heading=h.r61m3nu6ak33]	As I progressed through the program, graduating and proving my mastery were certainly still aims of mine, but my goals became so much more than this. In my very first semester, I quickly realized I wasn’t as good a teacher as I thought, and I struggled often in nearly every aspect of teaching. My students seemed to dislike my class and likely gained very little from me. This deeply troubled me. I wanted my classes to be enjoyable, organized, and undoubtedly beneficial to improving student language skills–I wanted to impact their lives in a profoundly positive way. This became my goal, and I have worked tirelessly to achieve it. I have actively participated in all of my master’s courses, carefully read every reading, meticulously wrote every writing, reflected at every opportunity, and hungered for every bit of feedback. All this to truly become a master teacher–not for me, but for my students. They deserve the best learning experience possible. Their success has become my goal.
[bookmark: _heading=h.xmnytx7b2o9v]
[bookmark: _heading=h.816tv278mhzi]

[bookmark: _Toc194957501]Portfolio Experience
[bookmark: _heading=h.wutkkvct972j]	My portfolio isn’t just a portfolio. It is a powerful representation of every effort I’ve made to reach my goals and become a master teacher. It is a vast window peering into who I am as a master graduate and teacher. Viewers can read my journey, passions, works, philosophy, education, knowledge, skills, attributes, experience, evaluations, and goals. They can view my teaching persona through extensive video examples. Each section on every page gives a rationale for the inclusion of each component. I anticipate that anyone who carefully views my portfolio will find that I am thoroughly capable of achieving impressive things. For employers, this means they will clearly see what contributions I can make to their programs.
[bookmark: _heading=h.morf0liornxm]
[bookmark: _heading=h.luwgxi1h0zsx][bookmark: _Toc194957502]Conclusion
	What did I gain from the TESOL MA program at BYU? I gained extensive knowledge of theory that grounds my teaching practice and gives purpose to everything I do in the classroom. Not only that, but I learned what it takes to be an effective researcher and administrator. I gained classroom experience that humbled and transformed me and my goals. Now, my students thoroughly enjoy my classes and are extremely appreciative of what they learn as a result of my teaching. Now, I listen to and learn from my students. Finally, I gained reflective opportunities that have helped me to realize all that I’ve written in this essay. Without a doubt, this essay will forever be something I can look back on to remember essential concepts and insights that will sustain my future self and benefit my future students.
