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The last section in this anthology deals with the central issue of teachers’ professional
development. Over the years we have come to realize that, to quote Hargreaves and Fullan
(1992, p. ix), “the teacher is the ultimate key to educational change and school improve-
ment.” Teachers do not simply implement the curriculum. They define and refine the cur-
riculum; they interpret and transform the curriculum in a way that makes learning more
manageable for the learners. In other words, it is what teachers think and do at the classroom
Jevel that eventually determines what learners learn in the classroom. Thus, given the key
role of the teachers in the classroom, it is imperative that professional growth become a top
priority. Teachers should constantly develop not only their knowledge of the subject matter,
but also their knowledge of pedagogy. The three articles in this section look at the different
aspects of professional development.

Ur sets the scene by defining the concept of professionalism in the context of the work
of the English teacher. After discussing the notion of professionalism, she asks if we English
teachers can be rightly called professionals. Do we belong to a community of professionals
who interact and exchange ideas for the purpose of developing our professionalism? Are we a
learning community which is interested in acquiring new knowledge and experimenting with
new ideas? Are we committed to achieving certain desirable standards in our profession?
Are we autonomous enough to set professional standards so as to make sure that only those
meeting the standards can take part in educating our students? Unfortunately, the answers
to these questions are not always in the complete affirmative. Ur asserts that although we
have seen a lot of progress, we have not yet reached a satisfactory level of professionalism.

Pettis begins by saying that all teachers should embark on a lifelong journey of devel-
oping professional competence. She goes on to say that it is our professional responsibility
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Professional Development

to continuously undertake a wide range of activities to improve our teaching competence.
Reflecting on her personal journey to professional growth, she highlights three important
areas. First, to be a true professional, teachers must constantly upgrade their knowledge and
understanding of language and language learning. But this is not enough. They should also
develop their skills in translating this newly acquired knowledge in their teaching. Second,
teachers’ professional interests and needs should change over time. As they progress in their
careers, they should also seek out different professional development activities. For exam-
ple, young teachers may initially be concerned with what-to-teach questions. But, as they
gain more experience, they should be more concerned with the principles that underlie the
various teaching techniques and activities that they use. Finally, professional development
requires a personal and ongoing commitment. Pettis suggests that we should make the many
professional development activities (in-service courses, classroom research, seminars, etc.)
our personal plan. Our profession deserves no less than our wholehearted commitment to
excellence.

Taylor discusses how teachers can develop their professionalism through conducting
research in their own classroom. Knowledge gained from this type of research can be
very rewarding, as teachers can develop a deeper understanding of what goes on in their
classroom which in turn can become the basis for improving their instructional practices.
Taylor describes the major stages of carrying out an action research study, which include
generating a meaningful research question, finding out what other people have found out
about the topic of our investigation, collecting, analyzing, and interpreting the data, and
reporting the results. Taylor suggests that teachers should start with a small, achievable
project, preferably one that deals with the most relevant classroom issues, such as how to
increase student participation in class, or how to get students motivated to read extensively.
After gaining experience and confidence, teachers can move on with a larger and more
complicated research project.

DiscussioN QUESTIONS

Before Reading
1. As a teacher, what have you done to promote your professional competence?

2. Discuss in what ways the following can help you develop professionally. Which ones
contribute most to your professional development?
® teaching journal

materials development

feedback from colleagues

learner feedback

seminars and workshops

3. Some teachers seem to stop developing at some stage in their career. What do you
think are the reasons?

How important is your work environment in promoting your professional growth?

5. In what ways has your philosophy of teaching changed over the years? Give some
concrete examples.

6. What s the role of in-service, teacher-training programs in teachers’ professional
development?

After Reading

1. Review the article by Penny Ur. How is professionalism defined? Would you want to
add anything to the definition?
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Do you agree with Ur that despite progress that has been made in our profession, we
have not reached a satisfactory level of professionalism? Suggest ways in which
professionalism in our field can be further promoted.

Reflect on your own professional development. How has your approach to teaching
changed over time? Have your needs and interests remained the same or changed over
the years?

Pettis points out that professional development requires an ongoing and personal
commitment. What else does it include?

What is action research? How might action research help you develop your
understanding of language teaching and learning?

Describe an action research study that you have just completed. What were some of
the difficulties that you encountered? Did you gain any useful insights from it?

Review the article by Taylor. What are the stages involved in doing an action research
study? Think of a question of practical interest to you and develop a research plan to
answer this question.

Further Reading
Hargreaves, A., & Fullan, M. G. (Eds.). (1992). Understanding teacher development.

New York: Teachers College Press.
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The English Teacher as Professional

Penny Ur
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INTRODUCTION

A ‘professional’ is, broadly speaking, someone whose work involves performing a cer-
tain function with some degree of expertise. But a narrower definition limits the term
to apply to people such as doctors, teachers and lawyers, whose expertise involves not
only skill and knowledge but also the exercise of highly sophisticated judgement, and
whose accreditation necessitates extensive study, often university-based, as well as practical
experience.

This notion of professionalism can be further clarified by contrasting it with others that
it is often set in opposition to: concepts such as lay, amateur, technician, academic. Each
contrast offers an understanding from a different perspective.

This article explores these contrasts, and relates them to the work of the English teacher.

PROFESSIONAL VERSUS LAY

A ‘lay’ population is a population that does not belong to a specified professional group.
Members of the professional group possess certain skills, knowledge, and conventions that
the lay population do not have. Typically, they communicate between themselves employing
vocabulary that is not readily comprehensible to a layperson (in our case, examples would
be cloze, L1, L2, ESP etc.). These qualifications make them into a ‘club’ for the initiated to
which others do not belong: a professional community.

Like many others, the professional community of English teachers has developed means
of consolidating relationships between its members and created opportunities for them to
benefit from each other’s knowledge. It holds courses and conferences: locally or nationally
and, increasingly, internationally (IATEFL, TESOL etc.). And it sets up organs through




[image: image5.jpg]The English Teacher as Professional

hich members can exchange ideas and publish innovations ( journals, newsletters, Internet
es, etc.).

ROFESSIONAL VERSUS AMATEUR

1e distinction between the professional and the amateur is based on consistent differences

performance in the field, involving the quality of preparatory and ongoing learning,
andards and commitment. The amateur does things for fun, for the love of it: thus someone
ho knows English may have a go at teaching it, as an amateur, without any particular
aining or commitment. He or she may do it well, or badly. But the professional cannot
low himself or herself to ‘have a go’ at teaching or to do it badly.

Professionalism means preparing oneself to do a competent job through learning. This
arning may take the form of preservice or in-service courses, reflection on experience,
ading, observation, discussion with colleagues, writing, research — the means are nu-
erous. Such learning continues throughout the professional’s working life. Similarly, the
rofessional recognises certain standards: of knowledge (of the subject and of its method-
logy), of dedication and hard work, of behaviour and of relationships with clients (learners,
atients) and other professionals.

Some of these standards are, in many professions, maintained through compulsory
xaminations and nationally or internationally recognised qualifications — this is increas-
gly true also of English teaching, though not universally. Finally, there is the aspect of
ommitment and responsibility. Just as the lawyer is committed to doing the best for the
lient, so professional teachers are committed to bringing about the best learning they can
1 their classes.

One implication of this is that we may not play around and experiment with our classes,
ying out new ‘fads’ only because they are fashionable or fun for us: We may only try out
ew things if we are confident that they will benefit our students’ learning; compare the
ituation of the doctor with new treatments.

The distinction between professional and amateur is one of general principle, and may,
1 individual cases, be blurred or nonexistent. As in many fields, a gifted amateur may
utperform a professional. And the amateur may become a professional, provided he or she
dopts the professional approach just described. Many excellent teachers in fact began as
mateurs, and developed their professionalism over the course of time.

PROFESSIONAL VERSUS TECHNICIAN

[he technician, craftsman, or artisan performs certain acts with skill and becomes more
killful as time goes on, through practice. The professional has not only to acquire certain
skills, but also to be able to take courses of action that are based on knowledge and thought,
s distinct from automatic routines. Beyond this, he or she has to understand the principles
inderlying both automatic and consciously designed action, and be able to articulate them,
-elate them to each other, and innovate.

There are, therefore, many jobs that may be done either ‘technically” or ‘profession-
ally”, depending on the way the worker approaches and performs them: An innovative and
thoughtful carpenter may be a professional (Adam Bede, for example, in George Eliot’s
book of that name); a nurse who performs only routine duties as he or she is told may be
more of a technician.

The native English speaker is a technician, in the sense that he or she is skilled in
speaking English; the English teacher is in principle a professional: He or she cannot only
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speak the language, but can also explain why it works the way it does and what different
bits of it mean, and knows how to ‘mediate’ it to learners in a form that they can grasp
and learn (for a more comprehensive discussion of this point, see Shulman, 1986). The
teacher also knows how to manage classrooms and relationships: Again, these are not just
unthinking skills but thoughtfully evolved and flexible sets of professional behaviours.
The combination of these kinds of knowledge enables the experienced teacher to make
informed and appropriate real-time decisions when — as often happens — different, equally
valid principles appear to conflict in a particular situation.

One important implication of this is the professional autonomy of the teacher. Because
the teacher has a deep understanding of the principles of professional action, enabling him
or her to innovate and to relate critically to the innovations of others, it follows that he
or she may not just carry out instructions or adopt, unthinkingly, the recommendations of
‘experts’. We ourselves are the experts. We should certainly listen to other people’s ideas,
but we should adopt them only in so far as we find them acceptable in terms of our own
thinking and experience.

PROFESSIONAL VERSUS ACADEMIC

Anacademic can be defined as a researcher, lecturer, and writer, usually based in a university.
According to the contrasts defined up to now, the academic comes under the category of
‘professional’, and many academics would so define themselves. But there is an essential
difference between the occupation of the doctor, architect, teacher on the one hand, and the
research scientist on the other. The professional is, first and foremost, a bringer-about of
real-world change: The doctor cures patients, the architect designs buildings, the teacher
brings about or catalyses learning. Essentially, the professional prioritises real-time action,
whereas the academic prioritises thought — though of course the professional also thinks
about his or her actions, and the academic acts in order to develop his or her thinking. The
distinction is thus one of emphasis and priorities rather than of substance.
The following list summarises the differences, as well as one important similarity.

The Academic

is primarily occupied in thinking and researching.
acts (researches) in order to refine thinking.

is interested in finding out the truth or more information.

is not an immediate agent of real-world change.

is evaluated in the short term by his or her publications.

is evaluated in the long term by his or her influence on the thought and action of
both academics and professionals (and sometimes of the lay public).

The Professional

is primarily occupied in real-time action.
thinks in order to improve action.

is interested in finding out what works.
is an immediate agent of real-world change.

is evaluated in the short term by the extent to which he or she brings about valuable
change.

 is evaluated in the long term by his or her influence on the thought and action of
both academics and professionals (and sometimes of the lay public).
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The similarity is in the last item: Whatever they do during their active careers, the work
of both will be judged ultimately by how they have contributed to their field in a way that
can benefit future generations. Galileo would be an example of the first category, Socrates
of the second.

An implication of all this is that research and thinking by the academic may not always
apply or be relevant to professional practice, just as ‘what works’ for us may not be for
them a worthwhile or generalisable scientific hypothesis. There is, obviously, much for us
to learn from one another, but to impose the priorities of the one on the activity of the other
is to dilute or actually mar its quality.

Thus, to claim that academic research should justify itself in terms of its usefulness or
applicability to real-world professional practice is to deny academic freedom and the joy
of discovery for its own sake. And it is, similarly, wrong to imply that professionals should
base their professional action primarily on the results of academic research and theorising.

The English teacher is essentially a professional engaged in bringing about real-world
change, who may on occasion undertake academic research. The two endeavours are dif-
ferent, but mutually beneficial and equally to be respected.

WE ENGLISH TEACHERS...

Thus, to say that we English teachers are professionals is to imply that:

o We are a community. We are an identifiable group, whose members are
interested in interaction with one another for the sake of learning, and also
for the enjoyment of exchanging experiences and ideas with sympathetic
colleagues.

o We are committed. We are committed to reaching certain standards of
performance, and we are aware of our responsibility toward our learners and
their learning.

e We publish. We communicate innovatory ideas, whether theoretical or
practical, to one another and to the public at large: through in-house
seminars, national or international conferences, journals, or books.

o We learn. We do not just teach: We also learn, continually —about our subject
matter, about teaching methods, and about many other things that make us
better educated and therefore better educators. We read, we listen, we reflect,
we discuss.

e We are autonomous. Nobody else can tell us what to do; we ourselves are
responsible for maintaining professional standards. In principle, therefore, a
professional body should set the requirements for accreditation at different
Jevels and should act as ‘gatekeeper’, ensuring that teaching is not performed
by ill-qualified amateurs.

e We are responsible for training new teachers. It is the professional teachers
who should be organising courses and teaching the next generation of
practitioners, whether through school-based, college-based, or university-
based courses.

... PROFESSIONALS?

English teaching has not yet reached the level of professionalism, as defined here, that —to
me at least — seems desirable. Some of the conditions described have not yet been realised,
or not to the level I would like to see. There are still too many amateurs around, who think
that it is enough to know English in order to teach it, resulting in lowering of teaching
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standards; there are too many academics telling us how to teach, and too many ‘technician’
teachers. Perhaps also there are too many laypersons in positions of authority, taking or
causing ill-informed decisions on the management of the learning of English in schools or
on teacher training.

But things are moving. In my own working lifetime, I have seen significant progress
toward professionalism. Thriving English teachers’ organisations now exist in most coun-
tries, as do journals and regular seminars and conferences; professional bodies have set up
courses and tests to accredit teachers; increasingly, teachers take pride in their work, invest
time and effort in it, lecture and write.

References
Barrow, R. (1984). Giving teaching back to teachers. Brighton, Sussex: Wheatsheaf.

Shulman, L. S. (1986). Those who understand: Knowledge growth in teaching. Educational
Researcher, 15(2), 4—14.
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Developing Our Professional
Competence: Some Reflections

Joanne Pettis

INTRODUCTION

For many, the melting snows of spring and burgeoning greenery signal the advent of a
new year. For others, the new year began several months earlier, in January. For me, how-
ever, the new year begins in September with the start of a new school year. It is then that
my pulse quickens in anticipation of the excitement of meeting new groups of students
and seeing my colleagues again after the long, lazy summer. It is also at that time that I
make my professional resolutions. I promise myself that I am going to spend more time
with teachers, discussing educational issues and finding out about the realities of their
teaching situations, their particular concerns, solutions, innovations, and strengths. T am
going to read more and reflect on the implications of my reading. I am going to find time
to work with more students, trying out ideas I have been exploring, honing new tech-
niques, and learning more, always more about adult language learners and second language
acquisition.

It is the time that I become particularly aware that I am both a teacher and a learner.
For just as adult ESL students realize that learning English is a possibly lifelong process, so
too have I realized that the development of professional competence is equally long-term
and ongoing. At the beginning of a new year, I find myself reflecting on the implications of
this realization for me as an adult ESL educator.

Like many adult ESL educators, I recognize that my role is multifaceted. Some of us
see ourselves as change agents, bridges to our society, and student advocates. We also no
doubt recognize our fundamental and pivotal role in facilitating the development of our
students’ communicative competence. Although I am not working directly with adult ESL
students in the classroom, I believe that my work and that of my colleagues who provide
support to teachers and programs is ultimately directed to that goal. Giving a definition to
the term communicative competence, however, has provided me with important context.

393




[image: image10.jpg]394

Joanne Pettis

T'have been influenced by a definition provided by Tedick and Walker (1994). They
suggest that communicative competence is the ability to communicate and understand
messages across linguistic and cultural boundaries. I like this definition because of the
reciprocal nature of communication and the fundamental context of culture it portrays.
The Canale and Swain paradigm of communicative competence that subsumes linguistic,
discourse, strategic, and sociolinguistic competence (Richards & Rodgers, 2001) has also
influenced my conception of communicative competence, particularly as it is this paradigm
that has informed the development of the Canadian Language Benchmarks, which many of
us are beginning to work with. The Celce-Murcia, Ddornyei, and Thurrell (1995) proposal
of an alternative construct with an additional actional competence and other modifications
introduces an exciting new representation of communicative competence. However, whether
the Canale and Swain paradigm provides my conceptual framework or the model articulated
by Celce-Murcia et al., if my goal is communicative competence it behooves me to ensure
that I have the requisite principles, knowledge, and skills to accomplish it.

What those principles, knowledge, and skills are will no doubt also reflect the particular
conception of teaching T hold and the implications of my other roles. However, three things
are clear:

1. IfTam to be a professionally competent educator, I must be principled and
knowledgeable in addition to skillful.

My professional needs and interests have changed over time and continue to evolve.

3. My commitment to professional development must be ongoing and personal.

Let me address each of these observations.

PRINCIPLES, KNOWLEDGE, AND SKILLS

Principles, knowledge, and skills are fundamentally integrated in the professionally com-
petent teacher. If I am to be professionally effective, I believe I must ensure a balance in
my expertise. To be knowledgeable and principled without the appropriate skills necessary
to apply this knowledge is limiting. The knowledgeable teacher who is also skillful is a
powerful educator, and the adult ESL profession has a substantial number of knowledge-
able, skillful teachers. Skill, too, in the absence of knowledge is of limited value. Skillful
teachers, who have amassed an effective array of activities and techniques that they can and
do employ, but who have not developed a parallel level of knowledge, limit their effective-
ness. Unfortunately, the application of their skill is constrained by the limitations of their
cognitive framework.

The growing body of knowledge on topics such as learning styles and language learning
strategies, the role of discourse in communicative language teaching, adult ESL/literacy, and
the cultural dimensions of language learning and teaching beg for exploration. Even “old”
standbys such as linguistics cannot be neglected, for surely knowledge about English, its
vocabulary, and its grammar is a fundamental requirement of adult ESL teachers. Teachers
regularly claim that the ability to speak English is insufficient preparation to teach English,
yet some contradict this by saying that, because they do not overtly teach grammar, there
is no need for them to acquire grammatical knowledge. I would counter that assumption:
If we are not relying on a grammar syllabus, we must be particularly knowledgeable and
skillful so that the necessary range of topics is addressed appropriately and sufficiently.

Some have also suggested that teachers do not need to know much linguistic information
if they “just” teach beginners. I wonder how effective teachers would be in teaching reading
to grade 1 students if they had no background in teaching reading, or how competent they
would feel if they only read at a grade 1 level themselves. In addition, experience tells us that
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our students’ language encounters in the real world are unlikely to follow the hierarchical
organization presented in many classrooms. When a beginner student asks a teacher to
explain the grammar of Smoking is not allowed, the teacher will no doubt want to provide
a more appropriate explanation than “That’s just how we say it,” and needs to draw on
linguistic knowledge to do so.

Even the principles that guide our decision making can change over time and deserve
to be reconsidered periodically. For instance, a particular principle I have held for a number
of years is the centrality of learner-centeredness in adult ESL instruction. However, I find
Imust reconsider this principle in light of an article by Auerbach (1993), in which she argues
that learner-centeredness should not be equated with participatory education. Instead, it can
be shown that learner-centeredness requires an accompanying critical analysis of the social
context to be truly participatory. Without social analysis and with its focus on individualism,
learner-centeredness may further marginalize learners and reinforce the status quo. Certainly
food for thought and discussion.

CHANGING NEEDS

Every workshop presenter I know has at one time or another received contradictory feedback.
1 have received comments such as “Really practical!” versus “Not enough meat!” for the
same workshop or, conversely, “Provocative ideas” versus “Too theoretical” for another.
What does this tell me? Generally, I conclude that I could have done a better job of describing
my workshop, and there was a mix of experienced and novice teachers in the crowd.

It is no surprise that novice teachers and experienced teachers have different needs.
Research into this shows that novice teachers tend to be concerned with What-to-teach
questions, whereas experienced teachers want to explore How-to and Why questions to a
greater degree (Freeman, 1982). If this is so, then logically teachers will naturally seek
out different types of professional development activities and a different content focus as
their careers progress. If we find ourselves always seeking the same “practical” content or
classroom activities type of workshop after 10 or 15 years of teaching experience, shouldn’t
we explore the reason and seek more balance in our professional development pursuits?
Don’t get me wrong. I love to get new activities or techniques to use in a class. However,
I also love a professional development activity that challenges and changes my conceptual
framework, and it is learning from these endeavors that enables me to make better decisions
about those new activities and techniques.

PERSONAL COMMITMENT TO PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT

Development of teaching competence is our professional responsibility, and we can under-
take a wide range of activities in fulfillment of this obligation. As Crandall (1996) pointed
out in her keynote address at the TESL Canada Conference, there are courses to take, jour-
nals to read, colleagues to talk with and observe, classroom research to conduct, textbooks
to review, and workshops to attend. This range of professional development opportunities
allows us to develop a comprehensive, yet personal professional development plan, and I
am convinced it must be a personal plan. Employers and professional organizations may
support our pursuit of professional development by funding us to the occasional conference
or organizing a workshop, but as educators we must make a personal commitment to our
own ongoing professional growth.

As 1 tell my son, sometimes he carries out a chore at home because he is paid for it.
Then I am satisfied because the chore has been done; he is happy because he has done a
good job and put some money into his wallet. However, I cannot possibly pay him for every
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job that needs to be done around the house, nor should I have to. He lives there; he has a
stake in its maintenance and improvement. When he sees something that needs to be done
and he takes it on unasked and without pay, he is demonstrating his sense of responsibility to
our family’s well-being in addition to his own. I think it is the same for those of us engaged
in the adult ESL profession. Going to the occasional workshop because it is organized for
us, or because we are funded by employers, although mutually beneficial to a degree, is
not enough for our own and our profession’s well-being. Each of us, I believe, must be
personally committed to seeking out additional opportunities to learn and develop. If we
continue to argue that adult ESL is an area of educational expertise, we must ensure that
we indeed have that expertise. Knowledge and principles without skill or, conversely, skill
without knowledge or principles, are professionally unacceptable states. There is no place
for professional complacency in the field of adult ESL instruction. The students and our
profession deserve more.

So when we begin another school year and our students return to our clean classrooms in
hopeful anticipation of a dynamic and effective year, I will make my New Year’s resolutions.
I'will promise to spend more time with teachers and students. I will promise to try out a
new technique. I will promise to be more organized. And I will promise to examine my
assumptions about adult ESL education regularly and make a personal commitment to the
continuing development of my professional competence.
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How MIGHT | BECOME INTERESTED IN INVESTIGATING
My OwN CLASSROOM?

Teachers want to know about their classrooms on several levels. At the most practical level,
you are interested in everyday matters, such as whether the learners work better seated
around tables in small groups or as a whole class led by the teacher. At a more theoretical
level, you might wonder what second language acquisition research has to say about whether
increasing interaction in the target language by using small groups promotes learning, or
what classroom research says about patterns of interaction and roles adopted by learners in
small-group settings.

How MIGHT | MAKE THESE LINKS BETWEEN PRACTICE
AND THEORY?

At the daily practical level, you might notice that some of your learners adopt ‘teacher-
like’ roles when grouped with others, and some rarely speak at all in groups, but follow
the lead of the others. Does this matter? you wonder. Some activities seem to get students
talking, while others do not. What are their characteristics? If you believe mixed-language
groupings produce the most amount of negotiation, does it matter what the composition of
these groups is? After some time, you may want to find out whether there are any other
teachers who have noticed similar patterns, successes, or problems in the way learners are
grouped. At this point, you may have a casual chat about it in the staff room and ideas
shared might get put into practice.

The next level might be when you generalise from your own and colleagues’ experi-
ences to the broader context of second language teaching generally and wonder what the
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reasons behind the apparently more successful class groupings might be. Your own learning
style will probably then determine what you do next! Those of you who prefer to learn from
colleagues and from talking over problems and issues might raise the topic when several
teachers meet informally. If your institution has regular meetings devoted to curriculum and
methodology issues, this could be an appropriate forum, although the luxury of discussing
other than the most pressing needs at such a meeting could be a thing of the past in many
workplaces. Research on professional development in the adult literacy and basic educa-
tion field (Davison, Taylor, & Hatcher, forthcoming) shows that unless such sessions are
formalised, it is largely a matter of luck as to whether teachers find themselves working
with colleagues who will get involved in talking over classroom issues.

Those of you who are more print-oriented, however, might think that there is something
useful written up in journals or some of the resources in a library, so you have a look through
these. This reveals that there are, in fact, a few books which seem very useful (Nunan, 1989;
Malamah-Thomas, 1987; Wright, 1988). On browsing through books like these you find
how other people have gone about investigating the same problem you are interested in.
You also find that the last section of all the books in the Oxford series, of which Malamah-
Thomas and Wright form a part, has some very clearly explained ideas on how to investigate
your own classroom.

COLLABORATE OR GO IT ALONE?

Whether you have talked your ideas over with your colleagues or looked through some
articles or books, you have decided you would like to know more. At this stage, is it best
to go ahead alone or with others? As we noted, people have different ways of working and
learning and you may be quite happy to go ahead on your own. If you decide you would
prefer to work collaboratively, however, this could be easier for you. You may simply work
informally with just one colleague or try to set up a small group where you teach (or study).
If you are currently following a formal course of study in TESOL, LOTE or language and
literacy, or in education generally, it will probably be quite feasible to undertake a small
classroom research project as an assignment for your course. Talk it over with your lecturer.

Setting up a small group at your workplace has its practical difficulties, but you may
find a couple of other interested people. Arrange a regular meeting time and read on.

WHAT HAVE OTHER RESEARCHERS FOUND OUT ABOUT
My AREA OF INTEREST?

Although there may not be much time for reading, you feel someone may already have
found out quite a lot about learner groupings in second language classrooms, and it seems
a pity not to check this first so that you can either follow the same procedures they did and
see if the same things happen in your classroom too, or get some ideas to try something
new of your own. So what should you read?

One problem with a great deal of classroom research which has been reported in inter-
national journals such as TESOL Quarterly and collections of second language acquisition
or classroom research (such as Allwright & Bailey, 1991; Chaudron, 1988; van Lier, 1988)
is that many are carried out by a researcher from outside and therefore do not provide
examples of people studying their own or a colleague’s classroom. Reading about these
studies will still be very useful to you, however, both in terms of what was found out and
of how the researchers went about their task. You need to keep in mind, though, that these
studies will be of research projects far larger than you would hope to carry out, and so it is
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useful and interesting to read reports of research done by other teachers as well. The main
difference between the major studies and the type of study we are interested in here is that
you may only look at one class, possibly only one lesson, and are not looking for the large
numbers to make your research statistically viable and thus generalisable to other contexts.
You are interested, at least to begin with, in a single context — your own.

Although the more ‘formal’ reports have the disadvantage of describing larger and
more ambitious research projects, they have the advantage of being models of how to write
up research clearly. The ‘informal’ ones have the advantage of seeming closer to reality, but
have the disadvantage of being often less well explained because of teachers’ inexperience
of reporting back in written format. Journals publish reports of research.

How Do | Go ABOUT INVESTIGATING MY
OWN CLASSROOM?

A practical example: learner roles in small-group interaction compared with a teacher-
directed lesson.

FOCUSING THE INVESTIGATION

The best way to see how a question can be asked and investigated is to examine the process
one teacher followed with her adult ESL literacy community class, which she had been
teaching for about 2 years. The teacher, Anne, had realised that her lessons seemed to be very
teacher-directed. This was very largely influenced by the learning styles and experiences
of her students. They expected that teaching should come from the teacher and that it was
the learners’ role to receive instruction. There was very little learner—learner interaction
in the class even though it was very small — six to eight students. Anne was also concerned
that the students were not developing learning strategies and, in particular, did not see
themselves as independent readers in English. She knew from her reading that increasing
learner—learner interaction was thought to be beneficial, but could not find much research
done on differences between learner roles in small groups as compared with teacher-fronted
groups. She therefore decided to investigate these roles in her own class.

Anne’s background reading told her that in second language learning, group work is
considered effective for several reasons: It increases actual participation and thus language
learning opportunities; it improves the quality, or naturalness, of student talk, so that it
is closer to ‘genuine’ interaction; it helps individualise instruction; it promotes a positive
affective climate; and it increases student motivation (Long & Porter, 1985; McPherson,
1992; van Lier, 1988). Second language acquisition research also suggests that negotiation
of meaning (which is better carried out in more ‘natural’ smaller groups) actually may lead
to acquisition of the target language. As far as learner roles in small groups are concerned,
Anne found that small groups encouraged learners to take on new roles which they may
not have done in a teacher-fronted lesson. For instance, they may initiate more interaction
instead of simply responding to the teacher.

COLLECTING INFORMATION

The next step for Anne was to collect information in her classroom so that she could examine
learner roles. She decided that because one of her concerns was for the students to develop
more independent reading strategies, she would use a reading-based task to focus on. They
had already worked on prereading strategies for understanding the content of new texts,
so she set up two activities, one teacher-fronted and one small-group, so that she could
compare roles in these. In the teacher-fronted session, Anne attempted to elicit from the

399




[image: image16.jpg]400

Elizabeth Taylor

students the use of the four cues they had previously studied and then to apply these to the
text in that lesson. These cues were:

1. looking at pictures/illustrations

2. looking at the title

3. looking at headings

4. looking for easily recognised words in the body of the text.

In the small-group session, the learners’ task was to (a) predict what the reading would
be about and (b) say what they did to try to work this out — in other words, to discuss their
strategies. The texts Anne chose were two segments of the same government pamphlet on
the environment.

The class was very small, so Anne had only two small groups and she intentionally
grouped these in mixed levels, since the class had a wide range of proficiency in both oral
and literacy skills and she felt the mixed groupings reflected reality in community classes.

Anne audiotaped about 15 to 20 minutes of each session. This gave her plenty of
material to work with.

ANALYSING THE INFORMATION

Unfortunately, once you have a tape, you need to transcribe it! Anne ended up transcribing
about eight pages of interaction for each session. This is very time-consuming, but also
very revealing. You may find other aspects of the lesson you might like to follow up in the
future by doing this. Anne transcribed by hand, but you may find you can get access to a
transcription machine, which is a tape recorder with a headset and a foot pedal. This allows
you to type with two hands and review the tape by using your foot.

The best way to analyse your transcription is to see how other people have done it.
Some kind of framework and terminology are important in order to communicate to others
what you have found interesting. You can, of course, invent your own framework and
categories for analysis or adapt what someone else has done, and this is what many teachers
investigating their classrooms for their own purposes have done.

Anne analysed the roles her learners took in the two lessons by looking at four broad
categories of roles: leader, participator, nonparticipator, and negative contributor. (A par-
ticipator was interpreted as someone who contributed to the group discussion but de-
ferred to a leader.) Anne based this on work done by Orlich, Harder, Callahan, Kanchak,
Prendergrass, and Keogh (1990). These four categories were further subdivided into three
wa,’s in which these roles may be oriented in the group. These were task roles (focusing
on the task, e.g., initiating, asking questions); maintenance roles (focusing on maintaining
group processes, e.g., encouraging, giving feedback, commenting on progress); and self-
serving roles (tending to obstruct discussion by serving the learner’s own interests, e.g.,
blocking others’ contributions, off-task comments).

Anne used her transcripts to code the learners’ utterances first into the functions they
were performing (e.g., encouraging), then allocated these to the role they were fulfilling
(e.g., maintenance). She found that there were no nonparticipators and no negative contrib-
utors, so she counted the number of times each learner filled the role of leader or participator
and what aspect of the role was being carried out (e.g., task, maintenance).

MAKING SENSE OF IT

Anne had made some predictions before starting her study. One was that the learners who
actively contribute in the teacher-fronted group will assume leadership roles in a small
learner-centred group. This turned out to be the case.
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She found that in the teacher-fronted lesson, not surprisingly, the learners adopted the
role of leader only 10% of the time, but in the small groups roughly a quarter to a third of the
time was spent with learners adopting the role of leader. In both the teacher-fronted session
and the small-group one, the learners were strongly task-oriented rather than maintenance-
oriented, although one group was a little more concerned than the other with the latter
function.

This looks as if Anne was only counting utterances and describing her results in terms
of percentages. Although there is no space to show the detail here, Anne, because of the
small size of her class, was able to describe and discuss how each student contributed in
the small-group activity, supported by quotes from her transcript. For instance, she found
that one student took on a very strong ‘teacher’ role in the small-group discussion. This
student (with an Australian Second Language Proficiency Rating reading level of 4 and
with a tertiary education background) took on the role of ‘instructing’ the others in reading
strategies. However, in teacher-fronted sessions he does not do this, and Anne speculates
that this may have been owing to his awareness of his greater ability and his desire not to
dominate a class which he attends mainly for social reasons rather than learning needs. In
a small group, because of all the learners’ strong task orientation, this student would not
have expected to learn from the others and took on the only role he saw himself able to
fulfil because of his view of what education was about, that of ‘teacher’:

First you look at the picture, then you read the heading, the title and every-
thing and you tell me what it will be about. First the picture ... Here ...
What is it?

Both his past educational experiences and those of the other members of the group
enabled him to take on this role, since they were happy to defer to him (thank you for helping
me read; you are a good teacher are examples from their discussion). It was interesting that
in the other group the student who took on the role of ‘leader’ did not do it by instructing,
but by offering information and controlling the discussion: Don’t spend too much water.
How to do? was how she initiated discussion on the topic of saving water they had read
about in the brochure.

The fact that the groups did not pay much attention to maintaining group cohesion was
seen by Anne as a sign of their inexperience at working in groups, but also because they
already knew each other well and had a good rapport with their fellow students.

How CAN RESEARCH IN MY OwWN CLASSROOM HELP
My TEACHING?

How did all this help Anne in planning for and teaching the class in the future? She was
able to see that even though there may be more interaction going on in small groups, a
wide disparity in learner background, particularly in level of education, may result in some
learners continuing to adopt ‘participant’ roles, responding to the ‘teacher’ orientation of
the most highly educated and most proficient member of the group. Is this a reason to
abandon group work? Probably not — learners will have more chances to participate in
small groups, even if roles remain static initially. Experimentation with group composition
would be interesting. Maybe Anne could try grouping the ‘leaders’ together and see what
happens next time.

An important discovery for Anne was the effect of the nature of the task itself. She
found in follow-up discussion to the task with the students (which was also recorded
and transcribed) that the highly educated student was in fact the only one to grasp the
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‘learning-to-learn’ focus of the activity. The others concentrated on understanding the read-
ing text but not on the strategies they had studied for approaching it:

Teacher: OK!... What did you think it was about?
S1: the water ... you soap, you use then the water. You have to take
less time in the shower . ..
Teacher: What did this group think it was about?
S2: Shower, washing.
Teacher: Yes ... tell me about all of it ... not just the little bits ... what do
you think the whole thing was about?
S3: For shower ... (discussion continues about details of content of
text)
Teacher: Yes. You're telling me this is all about saving water — how did you
know it was all about saving water?
S4 (‘teacher’): We look at the picture. We look at the words to see if we know
something about them?

It seems that Anne was right to decide that her learners need to be more independent in
their reading strategies if they are ever to see themselves as ‘readers’ in English. She may
now be able to recycle activities which focus on conscious awareness of reading strategies
and feel it is quite all right to ‘overdo’ this, since continuous reinforcement is probably
important for the majority of the class who have primary school backgrounds only.

How Do | REPORT MY FINDINGS?

If Anne wants to inform colleagues or other second language teachers about her study, how
could she go about it? If, as noted earlier, you are working as a team in your institution or
through other informal grouping arrangements, presenting your findings as an informal talk
with time for discussion at a staff development session would be the best way to do this.
You will find that you are so familiar with what you have done by now that talking about
it will be easy! Simple charts or tables of findings are useful as overhead transparencies
or handouts and a copy of the actual transcript will always create interest and promote
discussion. This is especially important if you are trying to involve staff members who
are not particularly enthusiastic about professional development. A concrete example of the
students and teacher interacting works very well (accompanied by an audiotape or videotape
would be even better). You will find that far more issues than the one you originally were
addressing will arise.

If you are enrolled in a formal course, approach your lecturer about arranging ways
for students to present their work. There may already be some kind of forum for this, but
if not, new arrangements can be negotiated. It is unfortunate that in most formal courses,
assignments are done after the course has finished and are then only reading material for
the person marking it. If you have good feedback on your assignment, however, consider
rewriting in article format and sending it to an appropriate journal.
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