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About 15 years ago, in an MA class (ELT 521 Cultural Aspects of Language Teaching), I learnt that 

small ornaments we collect from different parts of the world are called “conversation pieces1” because 

they help people start a conversation during small talk or “misafirlik”. I think when the small talk 

turns into a professional exchange, the concepts work as conversation pieces. We, of course, do not 

record those informal exchanges with our colleagues. We remember the key points, we may share the 

main idea and important aspects with our friends, we may think about integrating it into our teaching, 

or we may simply just forget about it. But what if we record and share it with others? Would others 

be interested in our professional exchanges?  

When I thought of recording the exchanges or discussions I had with my colleagues or experts to share 

them with other teachers or student-teachers in an online platform, MLD Bulletin came to my mind. I 

shared the idea with Elif and Yaprak, who were, as always, very welcoming. So here is my first try:  

With Joshua Bear on “Experience” 

When I thought of choosing a concept for my informal interview with ODTÜ’s Efsane Hoca Joshua 

Bear as the guest for this conversation piece, it was very easy for me to find the right concept. Part of 

what makes him a legend among teachers and former students at ODTÜ is, I think, the fact that when 

he is asked what he does for living he still says “I’m an English teacher”, although he has spent nearly 

half his career as a teacher educator in the 

ELT department. 

Joshua Hocam is a very experienced 

language teacher teaching for almost half a 
century in ODTÜ, a native speaker of 

English living in Turkey since 1965, a 

language learner of Turkish for more than 

50 years (He says he is still learning it, and 

has been doing so since the time he took an 

intensive 100-hour course in Turkish in 

the US), and a “damat” in Turkish culture 

for more than four decades. So, I thought 

our concept should be “experience”, what 

else could it be? Here is our small talk (!) 

on experience.  

Deniz Şallı-Çopur: Hocam, I believe that your experience as a teacher of English, as a learner of 

Turkish, and as a person living in the Turkish culture for quite a long time is very important, and 

sometimes we talk about the concept “experience” as an essential aspect of teaching. I wanted to have 

this interview with someone who is really experienced in many things. What I did to prepare the 

questions for this “on the record” chat was thinking on the concept “experience”, and googling it for 

some images and quotations. What I realized is that when we talk about “experience” one of the 

aspects that come to mind is that experience is gained in time or it requires time. What do you think 

about that?  

Joshua Bear: Well yes. But so many people think that is all that it requires. So like in a job 

announcement saying “this many years of experience...” as if just by teaching more and more years 

you automatically become a better teacher, which is not so. I think if teachers are not aware of what 

                                                           
1 Conversation piece: an interesting or unusual object that attracts attention and makes people 
start talking about it (Macmillan English Dictionary, 2002) 
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they are doing in the classroom and what the students are doing in the classroom, and if they are not 

interested in improving themselves, and if they are not passionately interested in being a language 

teacher, then simply teaching more and more years does not automatically contribute to one’s being 

a better teacher. You may just reach a plateau and then continue being at that level or maybe even get 

worse because you lose the enthusiasm that you had at the very beginning. In the very early years, of 

course, teachers are very much in need of experience because things may not work the way you 

expect. And after a while you discover that some things work and some things don’t. So in the early 

years, particularly if it is a matter of age, you have much more energy and much more enthusiasm. It 

is an entirely new world for you. I do not want to say that new teachers are better teachers, but they 

have certain advantages.  Waking up in the morning and saying “I’m glad I have class today” and that 

sort of thing. I think that one great reward in teaching for me at this point is still when I see some sort 

of reaction in students’ eyes or a smile in their face, and they seem to be involved in what we are 

doing, and that motivates me and I say “I’m not going to give up”. 

DŞÇ: Hocam, do you think your experience as language learner of Turkish helped you in your teaching 

English?  

JB: I don’t think you can draw boundaries between them: you are a teacher and a learner at the same 

time. I think it helps in increasing your ability to predict what are going to be the problem areas for 

the students. I think it helps one to be more tolerant of student errors. Tolerance, of course, does not 

mean accepting or ignoring errors. It means understanding that making errors is natural, normal part, 

as it says in the books, of the language learning process. Foreign language learning is a highly complex, 

difficult process, and errors play an essential role in this process. 

Another link between learning and teaching is the fact that I developed a knack for paraphrase and 

re-statement. If I didn’t know particular structure or lexical item in Turkish, and I had to communicate 

a message, I would rephrase it. That comes very useful in the classroom. That’s the only way to get 

the message across if you don’t immediately want to switch into Turkish and I try to do this with the 

students also. When I see that they are in trouble, I say just pretend that I’m an elementary learner 

and just communicate to me using simple vocabulary and simple structure, if you cannot produce 

something that is more complex. And they don’t want to believe me, but that’s true. It’s better to 

produce something than to produce nothing at all.  

DŞÇ: Sometimes we tell student-teachers, our teachers-to-be, that experience is important. Most of 

the time, I hear teachers-to-be complain about the importance given to experience by the institutions 

they would like to apply to for a job. I also know that you and I agree with the importance of gaining 

experience before starting an MA program and gaining more experience in different aspects of and 

positions in teaching before starting a PhD program in ELT or in the field of education.  

JB: Of course we don’t want them to start the MA as soon as they graduate. It’s because they approach 

the first year of MA study as if it were the fifth year of undergraduate study, and expect the teacher to 

do everything.  Because they lack experience, they are in a position of basically having to accept 

everything that they read and everything that the teacher says as being true. Even after a short period 

of teaching, just one semester, I think if they are aware of what is happening in the classroom, they 

may see that much of what they have learned may not work. If they have some teaching experience, 

that makes MA classes much more beneficial for them and for the teacher. Hopefully, there can be 

more discussion and there can be more questioning and that becomes more applicable to what they 

are teaching. Otherwise, it’s very hard to have a class full of students with no teaching experience. Of 

course you have discussion on the articles you give them but that discussion is going to be based on 

their personal reactions to what they read. But it becomes much more meaningful when they have 

some experience. As a teacher of an MA course, you immediately recognize teachers with long 

experience, teachers with some experience and the teachers with no experience at all. This does not 

mean that inexperienced graduate students are automatically bad students. It may happen that there 

are many bright students and they may perform better than students with teaching experience. There 



may be some brand novice teachers who are amazing in the classroom because there is something 

inside.  

Deniz: What about the role of trainers’ or educators’ experience in teacher training or teacher 

education?  

Joshua Bear: The teacher trainer or teacher educator should also have experience as a language 

teacher. I know of concrete examples at other universities of teacher educators who have never taught 

English. They taught methodology, how to teach, but never taught the language themselves. It just 

sounds illogical, doesn’t it? Teaching people how to do something that you yourself have never done!  

Like you are teaching a person how to swim but you have never swum in water. All you do is 

demonstrating. We laugh when it is about swimming, but it seems to be the case sometimes in teacher 

education and teacher training. Sometimes some people are very much involved with teacher 

training, but that becomes their primary concern. They forget that they were also language teachers 

at one time and they lose their interest in teaching. Then for many many years they do not teach 

English at all. Of course, if they had that language teaching experience in the past, plus lots of 
experience as teacher trainers, they can still be effective, but imagine how much more effective they 

might be if they didn’t divorce themselves from the language classroom.  I think it can be much more 

difficult to be a teacher trainer than it is to be a teacher of English. I wonder, can you be a very good 

teacher trainer while not being a very good teacher of English? I don’t think so. But if you are a good 

teacher of English, automatically, can you be a very good teacher trainer? Definitely not.  

DŞÇ: Do you think that not only the professional experience but also the non-professional experience 

may have positive impact on someone’s teaching or training? 

JB: Oh yes. If we have a very broad definition of experience, it includes not only things you have done, 

not only the things you have observed, not only the other things that you have read and studied. We’re 

also talking about knowledge, knowledge that is not directly related to your teaching, that can play a 

very very big part also. This whole thing about general knowledge, or genel kültür, whatever we call 

it, is so important because so many of our student-teachers mistakenly just assume that topics about 

environmental issues, for instance, have nothing to do with teaching English. All of those things, I 
think, contribute to being a better teacher. When we say knowledge, it’s not just knowledge about 

linguistics or knowledge about methodology or knowledge about English grammar. It’s everything 

that you know.  

DŞÇ: Failure is considered to be a kind of experience. It’s assumed that everyone should fail and fail 

many times to gain experience. But I do not think so. We can learn from someone else’s experience as 

well. Or sometimes although we do not fail, we may have gain experience.  

JB: Sure. If failure is a prerequisite to gaining experience as a teacher, it follows that you are obliged 

to make mistakes or do things incorrectly. Failure can contribute only when you learn from it. If you 

make a mistake and you are aware of the fact, and then you learn from it. But many people are not 

even aware of it. In my first year of teaching, they asked me to look at the questions in a midterm, and 

I hadn’t looked at an exam critically before. I had never even looked at a textbook critically before. I 

had never looked at comprehension questions critically before, but I certainly had reacted to 

comprehension questions in our textbook, and said “what a dumb question; you can answer it without 
comprehending the text”. So you start to develop this knack to look at questions from the students’ 

point of view and from the tester’s point of view using your experience, not necessarily from having 

failed to prepare questions that didn’t work. 

DŞÇ: I can hardly think of a student who says “I like that teacher because s/he is experienced”,  but 

s/he would most probably say “I like that teacher because that teacher inspired me or taught me or 

showed me”. So experience is some kind of a term that we use to describe teachers but the students 

themselves do not use it to talk about teachers.  



JB: I don’t think that is one of the criteria that students have in mind. Some students may say “I want 

to take the course from that teacher because s/he’s taught it many times before” but I really wonder 

whether that is so. 

In the MA juries, I remember asking the candidates “can you remember a teacher who particularly 

affected you or influenced you?”. I didn’t want any names; I just wanted them to tell the jury members 

“what was it about that teacher that made him/her remarkable, memorable?”. After a while, I 

regretted asking that question and stopped asking it because the candidates basically started reciting 

a list of the qualities of an effective teacher that they had memorized before. I wanted something 

personal about that teacher. It may be hard to express; I accept that, but the characteristics of an 

influential teacher are not necessarily those that match those that are found in such readily-available 

lists. 

DŞÇ: Hocam, finally, I’m going to show you a list of quotations on experience. These are all from 

famous authors. Please choose one of them that you agree with or disagree with, or the one that you 

think best reflects your ideas or shows another point of view.  

JB: I like that one (Please see the quotation on the left). Time in 

itself, and age in itself does not necessarily put one in a position 

that he has right to impose his ideas on others. Many friends 

approximately my age assume that people should respect you 

simply because you are older. The importance that Turkish 

culture places upon respect to elders is certainly something that 

one enjoys as one gets older, but  one also learns that respect is 

something that should be earned and that it’s not the private 

property of one’s elders.  I may be more experienced than many 

teachers younger than me, but that does not mean that I cannot 

learn from or that their opinions don’t have any value.  Imposing 

one’s ideas on students or teachers has no place in education. 

DŞÇ: Hocam, it was such a pleasure for me to share this “experience” with you. Thank you very much. 
I enjoyed every second of it.  

JB: You’re quite welcome. Me too. Thank you 

“I do not think, sir, you have 
any right to command me, 
merely because you are 
older than I, or because you 
have seen more of the world 
than I have; your claim to 
superiority depends on the 
use you have made of your 
time and experience.”  
 

Jane Eyre 
Charlotte Brontë 
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