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1. Introduction 

One way that teachers can develop professionally is through doing research. Research may begin simply 
with teachers’ reflecting critically on their classroom practices, the textbooks, or the curriculum. But teachers 
lead busy lives and so research is often a low priority. In this interview, Jonathan Newton, Associate Professor 
in Applied Linguistics at Victoria University of Wellington shares with us his experience on how to keep the 
research flame alive. The interview was conducted at Victoria University of Wellington, New Zealand where 
Phuong is pursuing her PhD in Applied Linguistics. The key message of the interview is to encourage teachers to 
see that classroom-based research is an integral part of effective teaching and learning.  

2. Interview 

Phuong: Thank you, Jonathan, for agreeing to join the interview. You have devoted your career to the field 
of English Language Teaching and Language Teacher Education. Currently, you are the Programme Director for 
the MA Programme in TESOL, Victoria University of Wellington.  My first question is: Why are you interested in 
language teacher education?  

Jonathan: To answer that question I have to travel back in time to the beginning of my teaching career. I 
began by teaching English at a university in Xi’an, China, with my only qualifications being a degree in history 
and sociology and the ability to speak English! That experience gave me a deep thirst to understand the dynamics 
of language classrooms and language teaching and learning, which I’ve never lost. Also, like most of us, I’ve had 
one or two inspiring teachers in my life who made magic when they taught. Figuring out that magic and sharing 
it with others is what keeps me going. Maybe that’s an impossible task, like trying to capture lightning in a bottle, 
but even if I pass on a few sparks, I’ll be happy. 

Phuong: I do agree that inspiring teachers can have a big impact on their students. Thanks, Jonathan. Yeah, 
I also note that you’ve been an inspiring teacher trainer and prolific researcher since you began your career as 
an Applied Linguist. Could you share with us some of the challenges in doing research that you experienced early 
in your career?  

Jonathan: I didn’t experience too many challenges early in my career as a researcher because my research 
focused on really practical aspects of language teaching and learning. So right there is a lesson for budding 
teacher-researchers! For instance, my PhD research focused on how learners interact and negotiate for meaning 
when doing communication tasks in pairs or groups. I can still remember the thrill I got from transcribing my 
first small set of pilot data. Despite having taught for a few years by then, I’d never realized how much language 
learning was going on in well-designed communication activities, especially when learners have to work hard to 
make themselves understood in English and to solve communication problems. This taught me an early lesson; 
language classrooms are full of rich researchable material. Unfortunately, in their busy lives, overworked 
teachers rarely have time to explore this richness, through no fault of their own. But it’s there!  

Phuong: So true Jonathan, I also think that the burnout that teachers suffer affects their capacity to do 
research. Any classroom can offer us opportunities, I mean, the data to start a research project. I know that 
you’re a strong advocate of continuous professional learning and development of teachers, so my next question 
is: In your view, how can research help language teachers become better practitioners? 

Jonathan: We can all learn from being keen observers of what’s going on in our classrooms and especially 
from gathering evidence of the impact of our teaching actions on learner engagement and learning outcomes. 
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Good teachers are always doing this whether they are aware of it or not. There’s a phrase, “Teachers are learners 
of teaching”. So I think that doing research is a way to keep on being a learner of teaching. 

The influential educational researcher, John Hattie, said that “Teachers matter” is a cliché. Of course, they 
do - but teachers can “matter” in bad ways as well as good ways! So what really matters, according to Hattie, is 
that “teachers have a mind frame in which they see it as their role to evaluate their effect on learning”. That, in 
a nutshell, is what teacher research is all about – it’s about finding answers and solutions that improve the 
quality of learning and enrich the lives of our learners.   

Phuong:  I like the phrase “teachers are learners of teaching”  - doing research is a way to keep on learning. 
As you have lots of experience working with teachers from different parts of the world, you must have seen 
many language teachers who’re passionate about their teaching. But we both know that teachers find it 
challenging to do research. Teachers may say: “Oh, it is so difficult, I can’t do research, because I am not a 
researcher”. So can you give advice to teachers who want to conduct a small-scale research project in their 
classroom?  

Jonathan: First, I’d say don’t get put off by the word ‘research’. This word creates a barrier if it makes you 
think of impenetrable statistics or the image of an ivory tower academic or scientist in a white lab coat. But, as 
I said earlier, effective teachers do research every day, whether they know it or not. They do it when they are 
doing formative assessment, reflecting on a lesson they taught, trying out a new teaching technique, and so 
forth. In all these examples, teachers are trying to better understand teaching, learning, learners, and the nature 
of classrooms. That’s research! For me, personally, the most interesting research involves no statistics at all, 
because I’m fascinated by human stories and lived human experience. 

Let me give you an example. I recently co-authored a study with Dr Bao Trang Thi Nguyen at the University 
of Foreign Languages, Hue University. Dr Nguyen collected a rich set of data of learners doing some simple 
communication tasks in the classroom. We looked at how accurately students produced morphological features 
such as third-person singular-s (e.g., I walk, He walks) and be copular (e.g. He is, We are). That data was rather 
complex and statistical. But what interested me was additional data from interviews with the students. They 
revealed fascinating insights into their thinking processes and the choices they made on whether to focus on 
accuracy or not. They said things like, “It’s tiring and creates lots of pauses if I try to produce “–s” accurately. It 
slows down my communication and my listener just stops listening and says ‘Okay, fine, ok’.” For me as both a 
teacher and researcher, this is really useful information. So you can see that I’m a big fan of exploring what we 
might call the secret lives of students, that is, what is going on inside their heads or in their learning choices 
inside and outside of class. If you want to better understand how your students are experiencing the lessons you 
teach, try putting together a focus group of students and prompt them to talk about their experience of a recent 
lesson or about their experience of learning English, their relationship with English, what they do with English 
outside of class, and so on. Remember, a focus group is not an interview – the facilitator/teacher needs to stay 
in the background and provide gentle prompts. Learners can use whichever of their languages they are most 
comfortable with. You might be surprised at what you learn from your students if they feel free to talk in an 
open, supportive forum. This is research. 

Another way to get started with research is to try out the four Action Research steps. You start by making a 
PLAN (Step 1) in which you identify a challenge or problem you want to address and plan a way to address it. 
Then you try it out – this is the ACTION (step 2). Third, you OBSERVE (Step 3) the effects of the action, including 
collecting some kind of data. Fourth you REFLECT (Step 4) on what happened and why based on interpreting 
your data. This usually leads back to further planning, and so the cycle begins again. 

Finally, here’s a useful acronym for becoming ‘research active’: WEBS. This stands for: 
 

 Write, i.e. use writing as a thinking process. For example, keep a diary of lessons over a few weeks 
in which you try things out and reflect on what went well and what didn’t, and why. 

 Engage, for example by reading research, attending conferences, or collecting ideas from your 
classroom. 

 Belong, by connecting with other teachers to talk about our ideas, starting a reading/viewing 
group, hooking up with a mentor. 

 Set Goals, which means knowing what you need to do, when and why. 
 
Phuong: Very encouraging Jonathan, I like the idea that anything in our classrooms can be researchable. The 

key thing is that we teachers look at those opportunities with curious mindsets. Exploring the learning 
experiences of our students is a really practical starting point. Thank you for bringing it up. And so, if you have 
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one sentence to encourage and inspire teachers (who are busy enough with their teaching schedules) to do 
research, what would you say? 

Jonathan: I think I’ll quote the great old Harold Arlen-penned song from the 1960s made famous by Ella 
Fitzgerald: 

 
You got to accentuate the positive 
Eliminate the negative 
And latch on to the affirmative 
Don't mess with mister in-between 

 
Phuong: Thank you very much, Jonathan. It has been a very inspiring conversation with you.  As a teacher-

researcher myself, I notice that many of your ideas relate to me as a language practitioner and teacher trainer. 
I hope others shall find them useful too. 
         

3. Conclusion 

I hope that this interview stimulates teachers to think more positively about research rather than dwelling 
on the negative. The key message is that by engaging in teacher-research, teachers can enrich their own 
professional lives as well as having a powerful positive impact on the quality of the learning opportunities that 
they provide. The starting point is a curious mindset and a desire to make a difference in the lives of our learners.  
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