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The Arts and TESOL

MELISA CAHNMANN-TAYLOR AND KUO ZHANG

 Framing the Issue

Augusto Boal (1992) discussed the ways in which individuals in democratic socie-
ties “police” themselves through “cops in the head,” limiting their own actions 
and possibilities even when no formal constraints or limitations exist. Applying 
Boal’s work to TESOL and bilingual education, Cahnmann-Taylor and Souto-
Manning (2010) rehearsed the many invisible battles within which language 
 educators often feel caught: narrow assessments and proficiency categories, dis-
criminatory judgments from monolingual administators or peer teachers, and the 
traumatic struggles students bring with them to the classroom. The conclusion: 
artistic forms of teacher training are vital to cultivate an orientation of possiblity 
and hope in light of the many challenges faced by educators generally, and 
 language educators specifically. Through examining multiple features offered by 
artistic training and creativity, it is possible to view artists as models for how 
TESOL educators might work within sociocultural constraints, discovering a 
 variety of creative and empowering possibilities to make a difference in second 
language instruction.

Viewing TESOL teachers as “artists,” means adopting a creative perspective 
which views limitations as creative opportunities. Just as a playwright knows a 
performance must engage audiences with sharp dialogue and clear character 
development within approximately two hours or lose the audience’s attention, a 
TESOL teacher knows the lesson must include realia, engaging repetition, and 
build upon what students know and need to know within the span of classroom 
minutes. But how one fills the minutes or hours, the canvas, the stage or the restric-
tions placed on the classroom is also filled with possibility—every teacher must be 
awake to the infinite opportunities for what Erickson (2014) called “wiggle room,” 
empowering educators for “custom tailoring practices to fit the particularity of 
local circumstances” (p. 4). Grown-ups did not invent wiggle room. Teachers and 
artists learn this from children, getting in touch with the childlike instinct to wiggle 
every unconstrained moment of the day—exploring a wide range of possible 
movement and being. Teachers need opportunities to understand how to artfully 
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wiggle within environments of power and constraint—how, when, and why do 
language educators allow systems to govern their actions even when they are 
aware that these actions may be failing students and families? This awareness or 
“conscientização,” (Freire, 1970) is why TESOL needs more explicit attention to 
training teachers into thinking like artists.

 Making the Case

Training TESOL teachers as artists means a training in vision—to see what may 
not be visible or possible, a break with routinized ways of being in bodies and 
selves. To think and act creatively and strategically; to see opportunity when 
 others might see limitations or impossibility. Three ways are identified in which 
the arts are useful in TESOL teacher preparation: (1) cultivating surprise, (2) encour-
aging expressions of complex emotions, and (3) celebrating creative and agentive bilingual 
proficiencies.

To maintain the element of surprise is vital to the quality and enthusiasm of 
language teaching and learning. Teach students through scripted lessons with pre-
scribed linguistic outcomes, and the learning environment is boring; stir up the air 
waves with music, theater, poetry, or dance and suddenly it is impossible to pre-
dict outcomes. Everyday communication in a first or second language is filled 
with unexpected twists and turns, and consequently TESOL education must nur-
ture students’ abilities to expect the unexpected. The aim of the arts is to surprise 
with new ways of seeing and being in the world that are “as the etymology of the 
word ‘surprise’ literally states, beyond grasp” (Hirshfield, 2007, p. 28). Although 
“surprise” is challenging to advocate for in an educational climate that wants test 
score outcomes, and the certainty of measured L2 knowledge, it is when teachers 
can be surprised by their students that the deepest forms of dialogic learning can 
occur. Sawyer (2004), discussing the vitality of Improv Theatre in education, makes 
the sociocultural argument that the most “effective teaching must be improvisa-
tional, because if the classroom is scripted and directed by the teacher, the students 
cannot co-construct their own knowledge” (p. 14). Arts-based strategies in the 
TESOL classroom imply a move away from the initiation-response-evaluation 
(IRE) structures of the traditional classroom and toward more “improvisational 
and collaborative structures associated with constructivist and inquiry-based 
methods” (Sawyer, 2004, p. 14).

Language learners of all ages bring with them backpacks of incredible emotional 
complexity and varied lived experience between languages and cultures. Exploring 
arts-based pedagogies in the TESOL classroom can provide opportunities for stu-
dents to use their second languages to meaningfully express uncertainty, loneliness, 
and suffering that often accompany emerging bilingual identity. In order to help 
students access artistic forms of expression, TESOL educators themselves need 
opportunities for creative self-expression. Nelson (2011) illustrates the impact that 
creative writing can have on cultivating a critical TESOL educator. Through her 
own poetry, fiction, and a research-based play, she complicates linguistic, cultural, 
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and sexual identity in the TESOL classroom. Her article, while focused on an argu-
ment for narrative empiricism, also illustrates the relationship Richards (2013) 
discussed between TESOL teachers’ engagements in creative processes, the creative 
products students and teachers create through a second language, and the creative 
people they are able to become in any language. Arts-based TESOL practices can 
provide a context for articulating the complex emotional experience involved in 
second language teaching and learning.

One of the most important contributions the arts can make in TESOL is the ability 
to help students view the English language as an authentic and meaningful “home,” 
a place where students can access new and vital identities that are greater than the 
sum of their two or more linguistic parts. Second language acquisition through the 
arts enables the kind of creative and agentive bilingual proficiencies described by 
Widdowson (1993): “You are proficient in a language to the extent that you possess 
it, make it your own, bend it to your will, assert yourself through it rather than 
simply submit to the dictates of its form” (p. 384). Important theoretical and empiri-
cal findings from Pavlenko (1998) and Hanauer (2010) have suggested that creative 
writing in a second language offers bilinguals an opportunity to define bilingual-
ism as a post-colonial asset. In Hanauer’s (2010) study, a student poet remarked, 
“Writing poetry and this class enable us to have our own voice and speak in English 
but with our own mother tongue” (p. 8). According to Hanauer (2010), this state-
ment reflects “the central aim and tension of second language poetry writing—the 
ability to express one’s own voice and experiences in a second language” (p. 8).

 Pedagogical Implications

Some influential findings by literacy and TESOL scholars have long documented 
the impact of arts-based teaching stategies upon learners’ investments, processes, 
and outcomes in English, including creative writing (Haddix, 2011; Cahnmann 
et al., 2016), digital storytelling (Nogueron-Liu, 2012); and performance art, such 
as applied threatre (Conrad, 2008). Here the focus is on three implications for cre-
ating artful TESOL classrooms: (1) embracing the aesthetics of students’ first language 
and culture abilities, (2) exploring the creative value of students’ “failure” and revisioning, 
and (3) training TESOL educators as creative teaching artists.

Traditionally, the TESOL classroom is an immersion environment, one which 
insists upon the exclusive use of English in the belief that more time on the second 
language task the better, especially among immigrant communities who may 
spend large parts of their day in the first language. An arts-based approach to 
TESOL education begins with the resources at hand, inviting first languages and 
cultural understandings into the classroom as opportunities for advanced second 
language learning. For example, in the study of international Chinese students 
taking an English language poetry class, Cahnmann-Taylor et al. (2016) found that 
exploiting translations of first language clichés served as original and refreshing 
resources in second language creative writing. TESOL students in poetry class 
were no longer striving and failing to replicate the voice of a native-speaker, but 
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celebrated hybridized international and bilingual identities. Artful TESOL prac-
tice that integrates students’ complete linguistic and cultural repertoires can help 
create a cross-cultural “contact zone”, a term Pratt (1991) used to refer to “social 
spaces where cultures meet, clash, and grapple with each other, often in contexts 
of highly asymmetrical relations of power, such as colonialism, slavery, or their 
aftermaths as they are lived out in many parts of the world today” (p. 34). TESOL 
instruction can and should integrate students’ first language and culture resources 
in ways that build skillful and aesthetic bilingual proficiencies and identities. This 
may include explicit instruction to translate first language idioms and clichés to 
determine familiarity or novelty in the second language, or to interrogate the ways 
in which sound patterns from the first language may either further or interfere 
with communicative goals. Explicitly and creatively incorporating students’ first 
language resources results in students’ abilities to exploit first languages as crea-
tive resources. The success of Junot Diaz’s (2007) novel, The Brief Wondrous Life of 
Oscar Wow, is one of many stirring and creative examples of using two languages 
in a single work of fiction. Artistic forms of English expression that include the 
first language can help both students and teachers to communicate bilingual and 
bicultural struggle in artful and impactful ways.

Teaching English through artistic forms of expression provides students with an 
aesthetic product of their own creation to care about: a poem, a painting, a story, a 
play—these can all serve as catalysts for meaningful English language use about 
art making processes and products. As Hull and Katz (2006) describe, “Digital 
stories, through their combination of image, music, sound and text, seem to engage 
young communicators and to provide an especially potent way to perform a self” 
(p. 72). Such self-discovery processes also involve abundant opportunities to teach 
failure and revision. Artists know well that to fail is a necessary part of success; 
that “first word, best word” is a myth for the creative writer. More common in arts 
production is the need to take risks, to explore and make mistakes, to start over 
again and learn from the process. According to Hanauer (2010), revision is “not by 
language correctness in normative terms but rather through the consideration of 
accuracy of the expression to personally held understanding” (p. 9). Therefore, 
“right answers” would seldom be expected in art-based TESOL classrooms. 
Instead, such environments emphasize the value of mistakes, the necessity of revi-
sion, and the importance of reflecting on what error and revisioning can teach 
about creativity and communication in any language. The same may be true at 
administrative and institutional levels—to teach success is also to teach how to fail.

If TESOL educators are requested to teach creatively, then an important admin-
istrative implication is to discover new ways to train and mentor TESOL teachers 
as creative teacher-artists themselves, practiced in the aesthetics of language 
choice and use. A promising way to train TESOL teachers to be attentive in class-
room moments and practice deep and responsive listening to students’ needs is 
to train teachers to produce an art form (poetry, dance, visual arts, performance, 
etc.). During artful processes, TESOL teachers access greater opportunities to 
become creative users of the English language themselves, and thus further con-
sider both themselves and their students as emergent bilinguals as well as 
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emergent language-artists. A shift in TESOL teacher identity to include that of 
artist may draw much-needed attention to the considerations of creativity in lan-
guage teaching and learning practices as well as in administration. As Chappell 
and Cahnmann-Taylor (2013) state, arts and multicultural proficiencies should 
not be left to “experts only” and “minority community only,” which “robs teach-
ers and students of significant opportunities for critical, creative and cross-cul-
tural engagement” (p. 18).

The next steps as a field include greater opportunities for creative TESOL schol-
ars, educators, and administrators to engage in “analytical and artistic ways of 
knowing” (Conquergood, 2002, p. 151). In this way, TESOL stakeholders can 
expand linguistic and pedagogic expertise with aesthetic dimensions of language, 
as well as critical and arts-based ways of knowing and thinking. In closing, it is 
also important to emphasize this is a two-way street. Not only do TESOL teachers, 
educators, and administrators need the arts, but the arts need TESOL. While nur-
turing TESOL students’ and teachers’ creative language abilities, greater numbers 
of global artists also need TESOL to attain opportunities to comfortably and suc-
cessfully communicate their aesthetic productivity with the world.

SEE ALSO: Cross-Cultural Communication in the English as a Second Language 
(ESL) Classroom; Cross-Cultural Competence and Teacher Training; Digital 
Storytelling;  Identity and the Ownership of English;  Identity, Voice, and the 
Second Language Writer;  Visual Design and Multimodal Composing
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