
 

 

 

Name: Phillida Schellekens 

Occupation (& location): Teacher, teacher trainer, consultant, inspector and author, 
based in London, UK 
 

What has been the path to your current job? I started my degree in English with the promise to self that I 
would never ever become a teacher. Ten years later it was hat-eating time: I moved to Australia and by a fluke ended up in 
adult migrant education.  I loved it so much, the students and their backgrounds, my fab Aussie colleagues who took me 
under their wing, but most of all watching the students progress.  The programme I taught on was full-time, challenging 
and the students thrived on it.  When I came back to the UK, I changed my career plans, taught ESOL part-time and combined 
it with working freelance. Thirty happy years later I still love my work and the variety of it.   
 

Do you have any specialisms or particular interests within English Language? Looking back, I can 
see a couple of strands that have defined my work.  The first is the interface between research and classroom practice.  
What gets me out of bed is thinking about learning, observing how adult learners use their new language and trying to 
figure out why they do what they do.  I am very interested in what research has to say, especially psycholinguistics, and 
find it a really useful backdrop to reflect on my teaching practice.  Language learning is a time-consuming business and 
being effective is very important, not least to keep students motivated. 
My other interest is in how language is used in the work and vocational training context. Since most students see English 
for work and study as a top priority, the question is how we can best support them in the stages leading up to entering 
mainstream education and training.  And from there make sure that they thrive on mainstream courses and in work. 
 

What do you love most about your job and/or the ES(O)L context? The variety and the contact with 
pretty amazing people who find themselves in the same group, all with the common goal of learning English.  It gives a lot 
of job satisfaction to watch them evolve and to meet them at a seminal stage in their lives.  
  
If you could change one or two things (yes, only one or two!) in the adult ES(O)L context what 

would it/they be?   

I would want to our sector to focus more on the long-term goals of our students, and make sure that we provide 
appropriate advice and guidance so people have the opportunity to think through their goals and see the steps to get 
them there.  This should include proper assessment of both the students’ language skills and the other skills and 
experience that they have. 
 

What has been your best teaching inspiration? It seems to me that my being a bit of a serial language 
learner has provided the best inspiration for my teaching.  I know from experience that we humans need to encounter a 
new vocabulary item or structure multiple times before we recognise and use them.  It is great to see research such as 
Paul Nation’s meta-analysis confirm that this is indeed the case.  English is not my first language and I hope that my 
experience has made me a supportive teacher who builds in that necessary recycling of language, monitors how students 

are doing and gives clear feedback on what they do well and advice on how they can improve. 
 

What/who has been your best teaching moment?  

My best teaching moments happen when you help students notice features of the language, a la Richard Schmidt who, as 
far as I know, was the first to write about this.  It is great when you find that ‘teaching moment’ and from there watch 
them starting to recognise features and expand their repertoire.   
 

What has been your funniest moment?  

What I love is the language that students use and the logic that they apply.  One of the earliest examples in my teaching 
career was a description written by one of my students:  ‘My house is a nice house. It has a living room and a bedroom. 
But it hasn’t got a mushroom’.  I admired the logic and it made me look at language in a new way. 
 

Do you have a mantra you live by? A great quote?  
The quote that I remember most is not mine but comes from one of my students who wrote:  ‘Learning English is like 
riding tiger with bare hands’, full of doubt whether he was going to learn the language.  I was so pleased when at the end 
of the year he had made much progress.  When I asked him how the tiger was doing, he was able to say that it was 
behaving a lot better, lovely to hear!   
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