
 
 

CREATING QUIET
REFLECTIVE SPACES:

LANGUAGE TEACHER RESEARCH
AS PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT

Edited by
Loreto Aliaga Salas

Elena Ončevska Ager



Copyright Notice
Copyright for whole issue IATEFL 2019. IATEFL retains the right to reproduce part or all of this publication in 
other publications, including retail and online editions as well as on our websites.

Contributions to this publication remain the intellectual property of the authors. Any requests to reproduce a 
particular article should be sent to the relevant contributor and not IATEFL.

Articles which have first appeared in IATEFL publications must acknowledge the IATEFL publication as the 
original source of the article if reprinted elsewhere.

Published by IATEFL, 2–3, The Foundry, Seager Road, Faversham, Kent, ME13 7FD, UK: www.iatefl.org 

ISBN: 978-1-912588-27-5
First published as a collected volume in 2020.
Edited by Loreto Aliaga Salas and Elena Ončevska Ager.
Cover photo by Caleb Minear, @calebminear on Unsplash
Book layout by Şerikan Kara, serikankara@gmail.com
Cover design and supplementary book layout by Matthew Ager, matthew.a.ager@googlemail.com

Disclaimer 
Views expressed in this publication ‘Creating Quiet Reflective Spaces: Language Teacher Research as Profes-
sional Development’ are not necessarily those of the editor(s), of the IATEFL Research Special Interest Group, 
of IATEFL or its staff or trustees.

IMAGES OF UNDER 18 YEAR OLDS
In accordance with our child protection and safeguarding obligations, all authors were required to seek permis-
sion from parents / legal guardians for the use of photographs of children in their contributions and submit 
copies of signed release statements to the Editors.

The International Association of Teachers of English as a Foreign Language was founded in 1967. Registered as 
a charity (1090853) and registered as a company in England (2531041).
For further information about IATEFL, please see the IATEFL website http://iatefl.org 
For further information about the Research Special Interest Group, please see the ReSIG website: 
http://resig.iatefl.org 



Edited by
Loreto Aliaga Salas

Elena Ončevska Ager

 
 

CREATING QUIET
REFLECTIVE SPACES:

LANGUAGE TEACHER RESEARCH
AS PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT





Table of Contents

Contents ........................................................................

Foreword .......................................................................  
Mark Wyatt

Introduction .................................................................
Elena Ončevska Ager and Loreto Aliaga Salas

5

7

8

1. THE AMERICAS:
Argentina, Chile,

Peru, Uruguay,

Brazil, Colombia,

Mexico

Doing teacher research in language teacher 
education ........................................................................
Darío Luis Banegas

First-year secondary school students don’t speak 
English in the EFL class… what shall I do? ............
Maria Marta Mora

Helping students build their self-confidence 
while speaking in the English class .........................
Diego Arenas

Two keys to becoming a teacher-researcher ...........
Flor Toledo Sandoval

Learn to listen, listen to learn ....................................
Paulina Rojas González

How to begin improving speaking skills ................
Luz Elizabeth Araujo Barriga

Scaffolding and collaborative writing activities 
for argumentative essays in the ESL class ...............
Roxana Carolina Perca Chagua

Exploring techniques for teaching pragmatics in 
the classroom: a binational research .........................
Lissandro Farias and Juan Andrés  Pereira de Souza

Teacher Research: the combination that makes 
sense ................................................................................
Lilia Sulema Bórquez Morales

Implementing SMART goals to foster HOTS in 
speaking lessons ...........................................................
Yomaira Angélica Herreño Contreras

16 

18 
 

22 

25 

28

31

33 

36 

 
38 

40

2. EUROPE:
UK, Spain,

Turkey

Exploring the impact of mobile phones in my 
language classroom ..................................................... 
María Esther Lecumberri

Teacher research in Thailand: the first step in an 
ongoing journey ..........................................................
Nathan Thomas

Exploring EFL learner expectations through 
participant-generated imagery .................................
Jessica Mackay

Dealing with burnout through research ................. 
Neslihan Gündoğdu

46 

48 

51 

56



3. MIDDLE EAST:
Saudi Arabia, Iraq

The effect of implementing UDL-based 
activities in improving EFL learners’ academic 
achievement and attitudes towards L2 ...................
Reem Abdulhadi J. Alqahtani

Following the introduction of the new English 
language curriculum in Iraq: are we putting the 
cart before the horse? ..................................................
Mayamin Altae

 
61 
 
 

63

4. ASIA:
India, Japan,

Cambodia

Motivate, engage, transform for effective 
computer learning (ICT-mediated 21st century 
skills) .............................................................................
Ranjana Varma

Action changes things ................................................
S. Akilandeswari

Fostering learner autonomy and developing 
speaking skills among high school ESL learners 
in India ..........................................................................
Sadeqa Ghazal

Exploring learners’ difficulties in writing ..............
Sandeep Sen Gupta

Elevating the student-teacher classroom 
experience: my teacher research journey ................
Sharmila Sengupta

Running an extensive reading program for 
Japanese science students ..........................................
Glen Hill

Facilitating students’ English use through 
collaborative teaching journaling ............................
Shoko Kita

Smooth transitions ......................................................
Steven Graham

 
68 

70

72 

75

77 

80 

84 

86

5. OCEANIA:
Australia

Language portrait silhouettes ................................... 
Alice Chik, Susan Markose, and Di Alperstein

To infinity and beyond! My TR journey ................
Becky Steven

93

98



7

Foreword
Mark Wyatt 

Stories of teacher research can inspire and invigorate. The encourage-
ment of English language teacher research in recent years, supported by 
organisations such as the IATEFL Research Special Interest Group (ReSIG) 
and mentors such as Darío Luis Banegas, Anne Burns, Kenan Dikilitaş, Ju-
dith Hanks, Paula Rebolledo and Richard Smith, has helped many teach-
ers to find reflective spaces, investigate the puzzles in their daily classroom 
lives, and engage closely with those around them to explore and reach out, 
to help their learners and themselves fulfil their hopes and dreams, to help 
make the learning environment more special, to help themselves and those 
around them contribute to the world in a more positive, meaningful way. 
So teacher research is an emancipatory activity; it is a means for teachers to 
take charge of their own professional development, and we need to hear the 
stories and the voices of teachers who have found freedom through teacher 
research, so that they can then inspire and invigorate others.

It follows that this volume is intrinsically important. Conceived, devel-
oped and edited by the IATEFL ReSIG Outreach Co-coordinators, Loreto 
Aliaga Salas and Elena Ončevska Ager, it provides a space for English lan-
guage teacher-researchers from all over the world to share their stories in 
their own words and in whatever creative way appeals to them; there are 
some fascinating stories. These accounts by teachers illustrate how, through 
being resourceful, committed, reflective and inquiring, teachers can over-
come the obstacles they face to do research, to learn and grow, to empower 
their learners and themselves. The contributors to this volume and the edi-
tors are to be warmly congratulated.

Mark Wyatt
IATEFL ReSIG Publications Officer
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As members of IATEFL’s Research SIG and its Outreach Co-coordina-
tors, we passionately believe in the transformative power of teachers engag-
ing with and in research to develop professionally. This conviction is based 
on our personal experiences of investigating our practices and encourag-
ing inquiry in colleagues in our respective contexts, North Macedonia and 
Chile, as well as being supported by the literature. 

Teachers’ engagement in research is referred to in the literature as prac-
titioner research, or teacher research (TR), the term we use in this volume. 
TR is defined as “systematic inquiry… conducted by teachers in their own 
professional contexts… which aims to enhance teachers’ understanding of 
some aspect of their work” (Borg, 2013, p. 10). This broad conceptualisa-
tion of TR accommodates a range of research methodologies (quantitative, 
qualitative, mixed) with which to ensure systematicity. This distinguishes 
TR from speculation, and gives weight to any ensuing pedagogical deci-
sions. Further, working in and with one’s own teaching context makes the 
experience meaningful and immersive, while improving classroom dynam-
ics (Farrell, 2016).

The main purpose of TR, then, is continuing professional development. 
Teachers look to understand fully an aspect of their context, in order to de-
velop a strategy to address it – if they decide it needs addressing at all, that 
is! In this way, TR affords a much needed ‘quiet space’ in the ever-busy lives 
of teachers – a prerequisite for good professional learning, e.g. via mak-
ing meaningful and lasting connections between their teaching experiences 
and/or by interrogating their beliefs to check if/how they align with their 
practices (Ončevska Ager and Xerri, 2017). 

On the cover page of this volume, we use the metaphor of photography 
to think about TR. To us, teachers engaging in TR resemble photographers 
reflecting on their snapshots. Like photographers, teachers quietly take 
‘pictures’ (i.e. collect data) capturing classroom life, and can benefit from 

Introduction
Elena Ončevska Ager and Loreto Aliaga Salas 
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a safe, contemplative moment to rewind the episodes that have stood out 
for them personally. By ‘re-viewing’ and re-living their experiences, they 
attempt to understand better what goes on in their classrooms, which, in 
turn, enables them to respond to classroom life in informed ways.

Back in 2013, TR was seen as “a minority activity in the field of language 
teaching” (Borg, 2013, p. 6). Since then, a number of TR projects have been 
carried out in various parts of the world, many of which instigated and/or 
supported by our Research SIG. Examples of these include the TR confe-
rences in Latin America (Argentina and Chile) and in Turkey, as well as the 
more global Electronic Village Online (EVO) scheme designed to provide 
mentoring for TR. A good amount of this work has been documented in 
publications freely downloadable from the SIG’s webpage1. A selection of 
the most recent publications includes: Sağlam and Dikilitaş (2019), Bark-
huizen et al. (2018), Mackay et al. (2018), Burns et al. (2017), Etherington 
and Daubney (2017). If you would like to find out what other work the 
Research SIG is involved in and/or would like to become a member, please 
visit our homepage2.

Our work in producing this current volume of TR accounts was mo-
tivated by our curiosity to learn more about our SIG members’ (and non-
members’) TR ‘portfolios’ to date, with a focus on how teachers found such 
TR experiences and what their perceived impact on teachers’ lives was. We 
were pleased by the enthusiastic response to our call, with initially around 
30 teachers from all over the world contributing their TR accounts. 26 cont-
ributions made it to the final draft of this volume. These are arranged ac-
cording to the geographical areas the authors were based in at the time of 
writing: the Americas, Europe, the Middle East, Asia and Oceania. 

Since personal accounts lend themselves to various formats of expressi-
on, in our call for contributions we encouraged authors to venture beyond 
the usual text format of sharing, e.g. by embracing arts-based approaches of 
their choice, if that helped them reflect on their TR. An exploration of cre-
ative writing formats in which to report on practitioner research was pre-
viously undertaken in a special issue of the journal ELTED (Banegas and 
Smith, 2016). Our invitation for creativity resulted in a colourful collection 
of accounts, with teachers using visuals, but also experimenting with genres 
not typically associated with a volume of this kind (e.g. interview, poem). 

1 http://resig.weebly.com/books.html
2 http://resig.weebly.com/
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Reading and re-reading the teachers’ TR accounts, we noticed several 
common themes emerging from the narratives. The teachers seemed to 
appreciate the potential of TR to help them develop context-specific un-
derstandings about the teaching and learning that went on in their class-
rooms, as well as about their learners. Paulina Rojas González (Chapter 
1), for instance, realises that in teaching one size fits one (not all); Nathan 
Thomas (Chapter 2) noticed, as he was making sense of his classroom data, 
that “every moment had meaning”. TR seems to have enabled teachers to 
notice what they previously took for granted and see their contexts anew. 
Professional fulfilment ensued in many of the authors, often accompanied 
by a desire to share their new understandings, e.g. via writing up their TR 
experiences. The sharing with colleagues, in some cases, led to new collea-
gues joining in in the TR pursuit, suggesting that professional enthusiasm 
may be ‘contagious’. On a more personal note, some TR projects have resul-
ted in new friendships and further TR collaboration. Finally, some teachers 
found their experiences so uplifting as to keep the risk of burnout at bay.

Teachers were not the only ones affected positively by TR; one consis-
tently recurring motif in the accounts was that learners generally welcomed 
their teachers’ TR initiatives and were interested to help, presumably as they 
perceived their teachers’ extra engagement to be a sign of care and dedica-
tion; it can be argued that the novelty of the TR-related tasks was a source 
of appeal, too. Learners’ involvement in TR, in itself a reflection of their 
investment and ownership, meant that they interacted more intensely with 
their teachers and were eager to help shape their courses, in turn, presu-
mably, learning better. Indeed, improved quality of classroom life (Hanks, 
2017), with the learners central actors in the teaching-learning-researching 
process was a common ascribed consequence of TR. 

As with any rigorous practice undertaken over a period of time, obstac-
les are bound to emerge. The authors write about their struggles with time 
management due to their already heavy workloads. Another concern was 
their limited background in research methodologies; some experienced 
difficulty with regard to data collection and/or analysis, despite receiving 
training. Learner perceptions presented a challenge in some contexts, since 
some learners had different expectations of what their English language te-
achers should be doing in class. 

All TR accounts in this volume, however, are illustrative of resilience 
and triumph over hardship. All doubt about whether it was worth, to use 
the metaphor from the cover page, engaging with one’s (photography) port-
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folio appear to eventually have been offset by fulfilment derived from a sen-
se of professional, hence, inevitably, personal growth (Edge, 2011). 

Because of TR’s local and context-dependent nature, any emerging in-
sights (i.e. the products of research) may not be immediately transferrable to 
other teaching contexts; however, the principles underpinning the systematic 
inquiry (i.e. the process of research) may well be. We hope that the TR ac-
counts in this volume will inspire language teachers to inquire along similar 
(or not!) lines, in an attempt to make sense of the intricacies of their own 
classrooms. 

We would like to thank all authors for affording us insight into their class-
room snapshots, and for their patience and hard work during the revision 
process. Our thanks also go to our fantastic SIG colleagues, for their valuable 
feedback on how to make this volume more useful to ELT professionals. Fi-
nally, we would like to thank you, the reader, for engaging with this volume 
– we hope you enjoy the authors’ quiet reflections on their TR ‘portfolios’.

The Editors,
Elena Ončevska Ager (https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9633-5862) (elena.on-
cevska@flf.ukim.edu.mk) and Loreto Aliaga Salas (https://orcid.org/0000-
0003-4128-4161) (loreto.aliaga.salas@gmail.com) 
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This chapter brings together ten contributions from the Americas. In the 
last few years, there has been a surge in TR-related events and oppor-
tunities in this part of the world. For example, the Champion Teachers 

project, initiated in Chile by Paula Rebolledo and Richard Smith (Rebolledo, 
Smith and Bullock, 2016), has now expanded to Peru, Mexico, Colombia and 
more recently, Argentina. In addition, Chile, Colombia and Argentina have 
hosted Teacher Research! conferences supported by IATEFL ReSIG as part of 
the International Festival of Teacher Research in ELT.1 In Uruguay, the Nation-
al Teacher Training Council, Consejo de Formación en Educación, (CFE) gives 
financial incentives to teachers who engage in tutoring and action research. Fi-
nally, there are, to our knowledge, two associations that promote, support and 
disseminate teacher research in Latin America: RICELT2 (Chile) and APIBA 
Research SIG3 (Argentina).

This chapter opens with Darío Luis Banegas’ account, in an interview format, 
of his most recent TR project. Dario and his colleagues, all based in Argentina, 
investigated the impact of their teacher education modules on their student 
teachers by looking at the students’ output, talking to the students and reflect-
ing on their own, module coordinators’, journal entries. Maria Marta Mora, 
also from Argentina, conducted an exploratory practice (Hanks, 2017) study 
to support her teenage learners to develop confidence in speaking English. She 
particularly appreciated the insights afforded by watching her recorded lessons. 
Working in a similar context to Maria Marta’s, Diego Arenas responded to a 
similar challenge by engaging in Exploratory Action Research (EAR) (Smith 
and Rebolledo, 2018), only in Chile. His investigation led him to focus on im-
proving the nature of the tasks he used and the classroom climate. Flor Toledo 
Sandoval, also from Chile, reflects holistically on her TR experiences over the 
past 9 years, and argues that humility and determination are key to seeing a TR 
project through. Another Chilean teacher, Paulina Rojas González, reports 
on her EAR project to support her teenage learners improve their listening 
skills. To gain a better understanding of her context, she worked with her own 
course notes and her learners’ perspectives as elicited via a questionnaire. Luz 
Elizabeth Araujo Barriga, from Peru, describes how she used mentor and 
peer observations, alongside her learner perspectives and her own reflective 

1 https://trfestival.wordpress.com
2 https://ricelt.cl
3 https://apiba.org.ar/nuestra-asociacion/actividades/sigs/item/1027-

teacher-research-sig
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notes to design strategies to help her learners improve their speaking skills. 
Roxana Carolina Perca Chagua details how she used EAR to engage a mixed 
Peruvian group of secondary and university students to improve their writing 
skills. Her TR project encouraged her to include more group work in her writ-
ing lessons. Lissandro Farias and Juan Andrés Pereira de Souza report on 
a joint international (Brazilian-Uruguayan) project designed to improve their 
student teachers’ pragmatic competence. They used ICT to compensate for the 
lack of direct communication across the two contexts. Lilia Borquez writes 
about her practical use of the available research on learning strategies to help 
her UK-based university learners gear up for success at the start of their stud-
ies. Yomaira Angélica Herreño Contreras recounts how she supported her 
university law students based in Colombia to improve their speaking, critical 
thinking and self-study skills. She used needs analysis to inform the design of 
her support strategies.

References:
Hanks, J. (2017). Exploratory Practice in Language Teaching: Puzzling about 

principles and practices. London: Palgrave Macmillan.
Rebolledo, P., Smith, R. and Bullock, D. (2016) Champion teachers: stories of 

exploratory action research. British Council.
Smith, R. and Rebolledo, P. (2018). A Handbook for Exploratory Action Re-
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Doing teacher research in language teacher 
education
Darío Luis Banegas
University of Strathclyde, UK and Ministerio de Educacin del Chubut, Argentina
d.banegas@warwick.ac.uk

ReSIG: Hello, Darío, we’re glad to have you with us. What has been your 
most recent TR project?

Darío: This is a project called ‘Effects of teacher education modules on 
student-teachers’ development’ and it comprised studying the impact that 
we teacher educators made through our teaching on future teachers’ pro-
fessional development. I worked on this project between 2015 and 2018 
with colleagues and student-teachers at a new four-year initial English lan-
guage teacher education (IELTE) programme in Esquel, Argentina. The 
programme consists of mandatory modules in three main areas: general 
pedagogy, content knowledge (studying English from a linguistic point of 
view), and professional practice. The programme offers a research-based 
and practice-based approach to IELTE and therefore research, teaching and 
learning are conceived as a whole. 

ReSIG: What were the aims of this project?
D: We teacher educators wanted to find out whether the programme 

made an impact on student-teachers’ professional development. We were 
interested in ensuring that each module contributed to their knowledge 
and practice of ELT. Also, we wanted to foster a professional identity which 
considered both pedagogical and content knowledge as equally important. 
We asked ourselves: Does my module help student-teachers improve their 
English language proficiency so that they can be good models for their 
learners in the future? Does my module provide them with knowledge and 
awareness of English language teaching? To answer such questions we car-
ried out small-scale projects where we investigated the effects of our mod-
ules. In my case, I examined the effects of a Sociolinguistics module on my 
student-teachers. 
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ReSIG: Could you describe how you did that? 
D: I made copies of all student-teachers’ assignments, exams, and other 

pieces of evidence. At the end of every unit of work I would carry out a 
whole class discussion, which I recorded. I’d ask them about what topics 
had been relevant to them, what activities had an impact on them, if they 
felt they had learnt more English, and how the module contributed to their 
education as future teachers. Alternatively, I would ask them to answer 
those questions in pairs and record them using their mobile phones and 
then they’d share with me the audio files. I analysed all those data sets. I also 
kept a journal. I wrote an entry for every lesson taught. 

ReSIG: And what did you find?
D: Overall, findings revealed that the student-teachers did improve their 

academic English both through oral and written tasks. They confirmed that 
our practices had given them examples of meaningful teaching and learn-
ing, particularly regarding selected readings and the activities we engaged 
them in. 

ReSIG: Did you encounter any challenges in the process? How did you 
overcome them?

D: Being systematic with data collection and analysis was a challenge. 
Because we were teaching and researching to improve our teaching, both 
processes had to go in tandem. I personally overcame this issue by writing 
the entries at the end of each lesson and analysing the data at the end of 
each week.

BACK TO TABLE OF CONTENTS
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First-year secondary school students don’t speak 
English in the EFL class… what shall I do?
Maria Marta Mora
Justo José de Urquiza School, Argentina
rodrimora1@yahoo.com.ar

I teach English as a foreign language to teenage students in Justo José 
de Urquiza, a public secondary school in Flores, Buenos Aires, Argentina. 
Since English became compulsory in primary schools in Buenos Aires in 
2009, our new students have been learning English during the seven years 
of their primary education. My focus group had 12 first-year secondary 
students aged 12-14, from diverse socio-economic backgrounds, mostly 
working class. They all came from different primary schools in the area of 
Flores and Greater Buenos Aires. English lessons took place twice a week, 
lasting 80 minutes each time. 

The main aim of my TR Project was to discover why my students were 
reluctant to communicate orally in the EFL lessons and also to find a way to 
help them become confident enough to speak in class. Through the use of 
exploratory practice (Rebolledo, Smith and Bullock, 2016), I had interviews 
with the students, carried out surveys (see Figure 1 and appendices 1 and 
2) and had some of my lessons recorded by a colleague who also observed 
and gave me feedback. Other two colleagues helped me both with recording 
videos of my lessons and with some individual interviews with the shyest 
students. Students reported not feeling ready for individual oral production 
in front of their peers. 
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Figure 1: My students responding to a survey

Upon reflection, I acted on my students’ feedback. To help them use 
English more confidently, I first modelled short oral exchanges with the 
whole class, then encouraged students to practise them in small groups and 
finally in pairs, and checked their production.

Recording my lessons proved to be a fantastic tool for professional 
growth. I could watch my own practice, which helped me notice that I did 
not always provide opportunities for my students to feel confident in class. 
This made me determined to become more self-critical and learn from my 
errors. 

Did my learners change? They did. They really started to speak in class. 
This was due to the fact that we did activities based on the ‘I do, we do, you 
do’ model (Getty Museum, 2015). Modelling short exchanges turned out to 
be a useful scaffold in their learning process, which helped them build their 
self-confidence. 

To conclude, as regards the effects of TR on me as a teacher, I became 
aware of the fact that self-observation and reflection are essential for my 
life-long education. Regarding my learners, the effect was positive in the 
sense that a real change occurred in the lessons: most of my learners were 
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eventually able to use English more in class. They gradually overcame their 
nervousness to speak in front of their peers when they realised that they 
were able to work cooperatively in the safety of their small groups and pairs. 
They may not have managed to speak in front of the whole class, but at least 
they did so in pairs.

References:
Rebolledo, P., Smith, R. and Bullock, D. (2016). Champion Teachers: Stories 

of exploratory action research. British Council. Retrieved from http://
englishagenda.britishcouncil.org/books-resource-packs/champion-
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Appendix 1. Survey on students’ experiences of primary school English 
lessons
HELLO AND WELCOME TO COLEGIO URQUIZA
PLEASE RESPOND TO THIS SURVEY ABOUT ENGLISH

Answer yes/no:
� Did you have English lessons in your primary school?
� Did you attend ALL YOUR PRIMARY SCHOOL COURSES in 

Buenos Aires?
� Did you attend SOME OF YOUR PRIMARY SCHOOL COURSES 

in Buenos Aires?
� Did you study English outside school (e.g. in a private institute or 

academy)?
� Did your teacher assign homework?

Comment:
� Please describe what your English lessons were like, from begin-

ning to end.
� Which class routines did you have?
� Which activities in your lessons…

- did you like? 
- didn’t you like?
- were hard for you to do?
- were you fast and good at?
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� If you could organize your English lessons, what would you in-
clude in them?

Appendix 2. Survey on the students’ self-awareness of their communica-
tive abilities
SURVEY ABOUT YOUR COMMUNICATIVE ABILITIES IN FIRST 
YEAR

Taking into account that COMMUNICATION not only means SPEAK-
ING, but also UNDERSTANDING WHAT YOU HEAR, WHAT YOU 
WRITE AND WHAT YOU READ…

On a scale from 1 (very little) to 10 (very well)…
� How well CAN you communicate in English? 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
� How well WOULD YOU LIKE to communicate in English? 1 2 3 4 

5 6 7 8 9 10

Comment:
� How would you like your teacher to help you learn English in a bet-

ter way?
� Do you think you will use English when you graduate from school?
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Helping students build their self-confidence while 
speaking in the English class
Diego Arenas
Echaurren School, Chile
teacher.diego.arenas@gmail.com

My research was conducted in an 8th grade in Echaurren school. This is 
a subsidised institution, i.e. receiving funding from the Ministry of Educa-
tion and the students’ parents, and is located in Santiago, Chile. This class is 
composed of 30 students (14 boys and 16 girls) aged 13 and 14. English is 
learnt as a foreign language and the students have three pedagogical hours 
of English a week (a pedagogical hour in Chile lasts 45 minutes).

My aim was to help my students feel more confident while speaking 
English in class. At the beginning of the year I noticed that when I asked 
them to interact in English they refused, saying that they did not know 
English. Additionally, they claimed that their pronunciation was not cor-
rect and that they were going to make mistakes which would cause their 
classmates to laugh at them. Laughing occurred at the beginning of the 
year, especially when students made pronunciation mistakes. 

My research was conducted applying the principles of Exploratory Ac-
tion Research (EAR) which “[…] is a way to explore, understand and im-
prove our practices as teachers” (Smith and Rebolledo, 2018, p. 20). After 
exploring my class through a questionnaire and then a focus group to clari-
fy some of the students’ questionnaire contributions, I discovered two main 
areas to address: the tasks I used in class, such as chunks, sentence patterns 
and pronunciation practice, which proved to be complex and fast-paced, 
respectively; and the classroom environment, which I suspected lacked suf-
ficient support. I explain how I changed these aspects of my teaching below.

Drawing on the feedback from my students, I prepared an action plan 
to overcome the highlighted issues. This was based on group work, where 
students engaged in short conversations by using chunks and assigned sen-
tence patterns to prepare dialogues. After that, they practiced pronuncia-
tion through modelling and repetition to present their dialogues to their 
group mates, and then, when they felt more confident, to the class. I de-
signed the action plan to be applied during six consecutive classes during 
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the so-called implementation 
stage of the EAR approach. 
According to the principles 
of EAR, the implementation 
stage is the moment in which 
teachers “come to the action 
part of EAR” (Smith and Re-
bolledo, 2018, p. 66) and put 
into action what was planned 
in order to solve a situation, or 
a puzzle, in their classrooms. 

During the implementa-
tion stage, I divided the class 
into small groups of four 
students and I focused on 
specific chunks according 
to the class topic. Addition-
ally, I taught easier sentence 
structures followed by a more 

paced pronunciation modelling. I took time to monitor each group provid-
ing personalised feedback in order to work with them individually before 
they performed a dialogue in front of their peers. By doing so, students 
gradually became more able to successfully perform in front of their peers. 

After the implementation I could notice positive results. The students 
were able to create full sentences, role-play dialogues and interact with 
their peers and me. Additionally, they stated that they felt confident when 
speaking because they knew what to do and how to do it; they did not feel 
embarrassed as they used to at the beginning of the year. This research was 
also enriching for me personally, because I made a pause to reflect on my 
teaching practice and to consider my students’ points of view and feelings. 
I learnt to put my own assumptions and judgements aside – e.g. I used to 
think that low students’ participation was related to demotivation, however, 
research taught me differently. There have been professional and personal 
changes after the research, like the way I support my students when I ask 
them to perform speaking tasks. Now I am more aware of my students’ 
ability and they know that I care about them and their learning. They made 
this point clear during a second survey which I carried out to check if the 

Figure 1: Diego presenting his research
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action plan was successful, which I would say it was. Even though, from my 
point of view, this research was successful, there were still a couple of stu-
dents who were not able to engage in a conversation in front of their peers. 
Consequently, I will continue exploring this topic to help all my students 
feel confident when speaking English in class.

Although I learned through this journey, I experienced some compli-
cated moments when organising my time for every stage of the EAR pro-
cess and particularly when designing the action plan. However, I was able 
to overcome these challenges by keeping a journal, which was helpful for 
reflection, so much so that continued journaling beyond this teacher re-
search project.

Reference:
Smith, R. and Rebolledo, P. (2018).  A Handbook for Exploratory Action 

Research. British Council. Retrieved from https://englishagenda.brit-
ishcouncil.org/sites/default/files/attachments/30510_bc_explore_ac-
tions_handbook_online_aw.pdf
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Two keys to becoming a teacher-researcher
Flor Toledo Sandoval
Pontificia Universidad Católica de Valparaíso, Chile
flor.toledo@pucv.cl

When I started my career as a graduate English teacher in 2010, I was 
unable to bridge the gap between the theory and the educational reality 
unfolding in front of me. I was working in a subsidized school in the Ar-
aucanía region of Chile which has high levels of vulnerability. There, my 
teacher training and expectations were challenged by 40 young learners in 
a classroom setting with immensely limited resources. I found myself won-
dering: Have I made the right choice becoming an EFL teacher in a country 
where most students struggle to envision themselves as English language 
speakers? 

This question launched me into my very first teacher research (TR) 
journey. I began taking notes, talking with colleagues, researching effective 
materials, analysing my own personal teaching strategies, reading books, 
and collecting evidence (children’s drawings, tests, etc.) in order to become 
more effective in my field. Because of its effectiveness, I have used this self-
reflective process to strengthen my teaching in the last nine years. I have 
also recently engaged in TR in the context of my undergraduate classroom. 
When I reflect on my journey as a teacher researcher, I can identify two 
main themes: humility and determination.

1. Humility: Being able to accept that you have a problem in your teach-
ing is difficult, but having the humility to try to do something about your 
teaching can transform the entire classroom. I realised this first-hand 
when I researched strategies to motivate a classroom of six-year-old chil-
dren by using puppets and role-play to develop their speaking skills and 
enrich their experience in the classroom. First, I identified my challenges 
and asked a colleague for some help. Second, we discussed how to design 
a speaking program, then quickly we put it into action. Following my col-
league’s weekly observations of my lessons and further research, we dis-
cussed possibilities for future improvement. Finally, we explored the learn-
ers’ opinions and evaluated the project. The following picture shows the re-
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sponse of a 1st grade student at the 
end of the TR project answering 
the question: “What activity did 
you enjoy the most while learning 
English this year?” One can see in 
this learner-generated image two 
children using animal puppets in a 
puppet theatre, suggesting that the 
learner quite enjoyed using pup-
pets in collaboration with his peers 
to develop his speaking skills. 

2. Determination: If you set 
your mind to a task, you will suc-
ceed! It may seem challenging to 

find time to start reading, to collaborate with other members of your team, 
and to organise a research project, but by working with others on a TR 
project, you will feel more empowered to teach effectively and have a posi-
tive classroom response. In June 2018, I started a new project to provide 
my undergraduate beginner learners with a more real-world atmosphere 
to promote English language use outside the classroom. A friend of mine 
told me how she had implemented Padlet.com in her psychology class, so 
I decided to use this application to create a virtual classroom (see Figure 2 
below). Of course, in an Instagram era, my learners had no trouble upload-
ing videos and interacting virtually with their peers through posts. I simply 
sequenced different tasks to design a project, which received very positive 
feedback from my students. Responding to an end-of-course survey, one 
student said: “I would suggest repeating it [the project] over in the next 
term. We could record more videos and comment on others’ work more of-
ten to improve our listening skills”. Another went on to suggest: “We could 
record videos in pairs and interview each other”. Their opinions have given 
me new insights into how to utilise technology for elementary undergradu-
ate learners more effectively. In August 2019, I will repeat an improved ver-
sion of the first Padlet experience with a fourth group of A1 learners and 
hope to have similar positive feedback. 

Teacher research has shown me that my learners are always capable of 
doing new things while developing skills in innovative ways. I firmly be-
lieve that TR improves every learning environment, because it not only en-

Figure 1: Learner-generated feedback
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courages the students to learn in a meaningful way, but also fuels teachers’ 
agency, critical thinking and creativity.

Figure 2: Flor and her university students’ virtual classroom 
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Learn to listen, listen to learn
Paulina Rojas González
Escuela Domingo Ortiz de Rozas, Chile
paulina.rg68@gmail.com

In 2017 I participated in the Champion Teachers Programme, an Explor-
atory Action Research (EAR) project by the British Council and the Chilean 
Ministry of Education. EAR is a means of understanding one’s classroom 
context via exploration before attempting to make changes (Smith and Re-
bolledo, 2018). I titled my research Learn to listen, listen to learn, because I 
had noticed my students struggled to understand conversations in English. 
Therefore, I wanted to find a way to teach listening effectively, to improve 
my students’ listening skills as well as my own teaching practice. 

I conducted my research in Chile, in a municipal scientific-humanist 
school in Casablanca. I worked with a group of 35 students from 11th grade 
at levels A1/A2 (according to their test performances). These students (Fig-
ure 1) had from 3 to 5 hours of English per week, depending on the pro-
gramme they were taking (Sciences or Humanities, respectively). 

Figure 1: 11th Grade students working on the listening activities

My research question was: Why do my students not seem to improve 
their listening skills? I collected data using two instruments: a reflective 
journal with my notes from every class and a questionnaire in the students’ 
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native language, Spanish, which contained open and closed questions to 
best capture their perspectives. These instruments helped me to reflect on 
my students’ feelings about the listening activities, the strategies they used 
(if any) and the tasks they performed well. 

This experience made me critically analyse my teaching practice and 
look for ways to improve. I realised I had never worked on my students’ 
self-esteem or asked them how they felt when they did listening activities. 
I found out that they needed more pre-listening activities to prepare better 
for the audios, as well as explicit strategies during and after the listening, 
that exposing them to different accents was not useful, and that video con-
tents were received well.

I learned that classroom research was possible, and it did not demand 
much extra time, as this is one of the biggest challenges in the always-busy 
life of a teacher. Now I have started allotting 4-5 minutes after each class to 
write side notes in my lesson plans, which I can check and reflect on in my 
planning time. This helps me analyse the successful and less successful ac-
tivities and strategies implemented, and make adjustments according to my 

students’ progress and needs, 
taking into consideration their 
feelings, interests and sugges-
tions about how they learn bet-
ter. This is because every class-
room is different and there can 
be no “one size fits all” solutions 
in education. 

 This research project made 
my reflections more practical 
and systematic, which helps me 
review my practice, and connect 
with my students’ expectations. 
The project gave my students 
confidence to express their feel-
ings, ask questions and suggest 
topics or ideas. My research 
experience also helped my col-
leagues, who were able to see 
how TR works in my context 

Figure 2: Poster on the exploratory action re-
search project, presenting the results and some 

students’ quotes
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and learn from my experience. By sharing my work with others (see Figure 
2), I feel I am contributing to creating learning communities and encourag-
ing others to join the adventure of research.

Reference:
Smith, R. and Rebolledo, P. (2018).  A Handbook for Exploratory Action 

Research. British Council. Retrieved from https://englishagenda.brit-
ishcouncil.org/sites/default/files/attachments/30510_bc_explore_ac-
tions_handbook_online_aw.pdf

Images of under 18 year olds
In accordance with our child protection and safeguarding obligations, 

all authors were required to seek permission from parents / legal guardians 
for the use of photographs of children in their contributions and submit 
copies of signed release statements to the Editors.
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How to begin improving speaking skills
Luz Elizabeth Araujo Barriga
IE Fe y Alegría 32, Peru
elita1026@gmail.com

When I joined the Peru Champion Teachers programme, my mentors 
asked me to identify my secondary students’ main problem. Consequently, 
I carried out surveys with my students, and it transpired that 30% of my 
students were reluctant to use English and 60% experienced great difficul-
ties speaking English. This was despite them having 90 minutes of English 
lessons per week. It was a challenging context to be working in. 

What I did first was to identify my students’ preferences, e.g. working in 
small groups and playing games, and to introduce new activities aligned to 
their needs, e.g. the Taboo game. Also, following peer and mentor observa-
tion, I realised that my speaking lessons were not sufficiently dynamic. I 
started introducing games such as icebreakers or warm-up activities, and 
started presenting content as if it were a game. I introduced images and got 
the students to practice the target vocabulary by playing in two big teams 
(Tigers and Lions). Each team was subdivided in smaller groups competing 
against each other. The students responded positively; all of them partici-
pated actively, even the shy ones. Students raised their hands, saying: “Me, 
teacher!” They were engrossed in the game and used English as the game 
demanded. It was magic!

What did I learn from my TR experience? I read an essay by Spanish 
author Arturo Cuyas. In his book “Hace falta un muchacho” [A Boy is 
Needed], he writes: “To enjoy any study or task, undertake them with plea-
sure, with love, as if it were diversion or recreation”. (Cuyas, 2013, 142). So I 
thought that I would have a go at turning tasks into games in order to pro-
mote English language use. Literally all my students took part in my new 
activities and spoke English. In a subsequent survey, 97% students reported 
liking these activities and finding them very useful and motivating. 

My TR experience has taught me that to implement an action plan it is 
important to have different points of view like peer observations, mentor 
observations, students’ opinions and our own opinions because these per-
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spectives can give validity to research. Of all the perspectives, students are 
the cog machine in the teaching-learning process. Teachers need to listen 
to their students and be self-critical. I found that video recording was a very 
useful tool to reflect about one’s own performance as it allows observing 
without excuses. 

To sum-up, I needed to prove my students that they could speak Eng-
lish; they did, and they were able to get involved in a learning process which 
relied on new, hence, for some, challenging activities. I appreciate that some 
activities may have been overly simple, however, piloting them helped me 
develop confidence to introduce more complex ones in the future. 

Acknowledgements: 
I would like to thank the British Council for the chance to participate in 

the Peru Champion Teacher programme. It was a great experience. Thanks.
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Coyas, A. (1913). Hace Falta Un Muchacho. Madrid: Biblioteca Nacional 
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Scaffolding and collaborative writing activities for 
argumentative essays in the ESL class
Roxana Carolina Perca Chagua
Universidad Nacional Jorge Basadre Grohmann, Peru
roxana.percach@gmail.com

This research took place at the Jorge Basadre Grohmann National Uni-
versity Language Center (CEID) in Tacna, Peru. Students of different ages 
attend this center to learn standard American English. I worked with 10 
students from public schools and from the university aged 14 to 22. They 
were placed in the low-intermediate level, weekly attending 1 hour and 40 
minutes of English language lessons. In my teaching practice, I noticed 
that students experienced problems with their writing assignments. Con-
sequently, I decided to focus on teaching essay writing. I followed an ex-
ploratory action research (EAR) process, which implies to stop and reflect 
about an issue, collect data, analyze it and action plan accordingly (Smith 
and Rebolledo, 2018). 

EXPLORATORY STAGE RESULTS: I used surveys, journals and ru-
brics to gather information and reflect. Students were supported by being 
given different tasks to develop their vocabulary (Figure 1), essay organiza-
tion and language awareness. They also were trained to follow a five-step 
writing process: brainstorming, drafting, revising, editing, and publishing 
(Sulzeberg, 2015). Additionally, they followed a four-paragraph essay for-
mat called the hamburger model. This model consists of four paragraphs: 
introduction, supporting paragraph 1, supporting paragraph 2 and con-
clusion (Darlenne, 2015). Students engaged in group work and individual 
work, the latter constituting the basis for the main course evaluation. After 
carrying out a survey, recording my teaching and making daily fieldwork 
notes in a journal, I realized that my students enjoyed working on the writ-
ing cycle in a group much more than individually. In fact, 9 out of 10 stu-
dents reported they felt intimidated, frustrated and stressed doing the writ-
ing process individually. 
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Figure 1: Vocabulary Mind Map: In this activity, I support my students in classifying 
words from a text according to their speech category. Adapted from Scott Thornbury 

(2005)

ACTION PLAN: Based on my new understanding of the situation, I 
made some changes, such as to continue using vocabulary mind maps to 
record and organize new words, to implement templates in the writing pro-
cess activities to support paragraph organization, to encourage peer review 
and introduce further resources to support revision and editing, to make 
the group writing process the main activity, to assign students roles in the 
group, such as director, scribe, photographer, resource manager. 

ACTION STAGE RESULTS: 9 out of 10 students preferred group work-
ing because this made them feel supported, calm, and confident. It also 
helped them work faster, and exchange ideas, especially during the brain-
storming and drafting stages, which were considered the most difficult by 
almost half of the students (4 out of 10). Instructions during the process 
were considered clear and useful because students were scaffolded and sup-
ported at each stage. The group essays indicated that they were well orga-
nized and contained a clear argument, mainly as a result of the peer review-
ing process. Although in some papers elements from the essay paragraph 
template were missing, such as the hook or the background, this did not 
affect how meaning was conveyed.
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As a result of my EAR, I learnt more about some aspects of my teach-
ing of writing. Specifically, I became more aware that group writing creates 
an environment conducive to learning. The students found group work to 
reduce stress and encourage support and sharing among peers. Although 
at the beginning the most studious student in my class tended to prefer 
individual writing, he could not deny his subsequent growth as a group 
leader and as a critical writer. Therefore, I will continue to focus on group 
activities, identifying “experts” and promoting them to assist the learners 
who struggle in their groups. More generally, thanks to my EAR project, I 
grew to understand my practice more deeply, listen to my students’ feelings 
and improve our writing process activities. The students felt that their views 
and feelings were appreciated, which motivated them to do their best in 
return. Finally, I wish to highlight some important factors that contributed 
to the success of this project, such as the number of students, their English 
level proficiency and the frequency of the classes. These factors helped me 
provide regular feedback and monitor the writing process. 

Acknowledgements:
I would like to express my special thanks of gratitude to the Champion 

Teachers Peru 2017 Programme for the academic support in the realization 
of this teacher research.
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Exploring techniques for teaching pragmatics in 
the classroom: a binational research
Lissandro Farias and Juan Andrés Pereira de Souza
State University of Paraiba - UEPB, Brazil;
Teacher Training Centre IFD Tacuarembó, Uruguay
lissandrojonas@gmail.com; japsuy@gmail.com

This research took place in two cities, more than 3000 km far from each 
other, in two different countries: Brazil, at the State University of Paraiba 
(UEPB), and Uruguay, at the Teacher Training Centre IFD Tacuarembó. 
The aim was to have undergraduate students in the final year of their TEFL 
studies, experience pragmatics from different perspectives and reflect on it 
by applying the taught theory.

Students were supposed to integrate technological applications of their 
choice, which were intended to enhance the quality of their output and mo-
tivate them. The choice for using apps came from the understanding that 
nowadays teachers must be prepared to use technology in class in meaning-
ful ways. Our project was meant to give them ideas on how to work with 
their future students. 

The project consisted of four different mandatory tasks: first, writing 
a dialogue, so that they could include a pragmatics aspect in it; second, 
drawing a cartoon to express their emotions through pictures; third, mak-
ing a video based on the cartoon to show emotions through using intona-
tion and other suprasegmental aspects; and finally, writing an essay with an 
analysis of the pragmatic content of the dialogue, using relevant literature 
for support. Additionally, the students were asked to interact on an online 
platform to develop a critical sense regarding different pragmatics aspects 
to be used. By the end of the project, students took part in a survey to self-
evaluate and to evaluate another group’s output. 

The results were varied in both contexts. Most students agreed to partic-
ipate in the study and complied with most of the tasks, which went towards 
their course evaluation. Some students preferred to do the tasks individu-
ally, especially due to time management problems. While this was not the 
initial idea, it meant that they worked faster. The majority of the students 
used applications of their choice, although none of them accepted to appear 
on video, and sent other types of productions instead: voice recordings or 
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animations. However, the activities proved to be motivating, which could 
be seen not only in the students’ self-evaluations, but also in the actual out-
puts which they submitted. 

For us, teachers, this was both a challenging and rewarding experience. 
We learnt that by providing students with the opportunity to learn about 
theoretical concepts through a less teacher-centred approach, they achieved 
more. However, with the short time span available (the term lasts for three 
months in both countries), we realised that we may have been overly ambi-
tious. We also noticed that students were not as keen on using technology 
as we had initially thought, which was evident in the poor participation on 
the platform and some students drawing the cartoons by hand. There was 
international interaction between the students, but the platform was new 
to the Uruguayan students and some of them said they did not find it ap-
pealing.

All these results have provided us with material for reflection on the 
things that worked and those which did not, and the reasons behind them. 
We are confident that another similar project can be done, in another con-
text, so that we can promote better interaction among the students, as well 
as enhanced participation in the project. 
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Teacher Research: the combination that makes 
sense
Lilia Sulema Bórquez Morales
University of Southampton, UK /
Plantel “Lic. Adolfo López Mateos” de la Escuela Preparatoria, Mexico
lsb1g13@soton.ac.uk

I became an English language teacher by chance. I spoke the language 
but had no professional background as a teacher. After a couple of years 
teaching English in Mexico, I realised the need to professionalise my prac-
tice, so I decided to do an English language teaching degree. Close to my 
20th anniversary in the job, I went to England to do a PhD.

My PhD research sought to understand how teachers perceived lan-
guage learning strategies, and, in particular, how useful they found learn-
ing strategies to be. Naturally, I extensively reviewed the literature to learn 
about the strategies that students could use to become more effective learn-
ers, capable of dealing with the challenges of learning a foreign language. I 
learnt about the fantastic contributions of research, however, the literature 
tended to provide only general reviews of learning strategies, which meant 
that it had limited value in specific teaching contexts.

While writing up my thesis, I started working as a Language Academic 
Advisor at a British university. During that summer, my role was to support 
international students to adapt to the British higher education system and 
to improve their English language skills. After talking to a large number of 
students, there was something in common: they all needed support with 
language learning strategies. 

Based on what I had researched, I decided there was sufficient evidence 
that some of the most important strategies to aid the language learning pro-
cess were the metacognitive, social and affective strategies (Anderson, 2008; 
Kumaravadivelu, 2001; Samaie et al., 2015). Therefore, I worked with the 
students to help them improve their time management and organisation of 
learning activities through the use of diaries or planners. We also worked 
on analysing in detail their assignment feedback, so they approached their 
mistakes not as flaws but as learning opportunities. We identified strategies 
that allowed them to seek information, assess sources, and select relevant 
data for their tasks. Finally, we developed relaxation strategies that helped 
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them face their fear of using the language inside and outside their class-
room. 

After going back to the students and the actual teaching practice, I 
came to realise that practice without research might not present as many 

opportunities for improve-
ment. Also, research without 
practice might result in un-
derstandings which are only 
declarative, and therefore 
potentially superficial. For 
instance, all the theoretical 
knowledge that I gathered 
during my reading did not 
make enough sense to me 
by itself. It was only when I 
guided the students in their 
particular search for tools 

to improve their learning process that I realised that the theories inform-
ing learning strategies were useful and necessary. Further, I learned that 
when teachers carry out their own extensive reviews of the literature to gain 
awareness of what research has to offer, they are able to sketch context-
sensitive solutions. Putting such solutions into practice in the classroom 
best illustrates the power of research to inform the teaching and learning 
process.
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Figure 1: Lilia and her students
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Implementing SMART goals to foster HOTS in 
speaking lessons
Yomaira Angélica Herreño Contreras
Universidad Santo Tomás, Colombia
yomis@outlook.com

Currently, I work as an English professor at Universidad Santo Tomás 
(Villavicencio, Colombia). My research experience arose from teaching le-
gal English to students of law. Prior to the beginning of my courses, I usu-
ally administer various instruments to determine my students’ background 
knowledge, learning experiences and needs, such as speaking placement 
tests and questionnaires. 

In one of my needs analyses, it transpired that my students (a group 
of 30+ students) felt they had issues with expressing their ideas effectively 
and participating assertively in discussions on controversial topics related 
to law. Furthermore, the needs analysis suggested a lack of self-study and 
self-assessment techniques in my students. 

To support my students’ autonomy, I included in my speaking lesson 
plans support for the development of their Higher Order Thinking Skills 
(HOTS), alongside a focus on SMART goals (Specific, Measurable, Attain-
able, Realistic, Time-based). The starting point was to draw on my students’ 
background knowledge on a current controversial concern by posing ques-
tions to encourage opinion and discussion. Afterwards, real legal cases were 
analysed and evaluated in order to lead students to develop and defend 
their own stances. Finally, they participated in a speaking task in which 
they were expected to speak about real-life settings related to their field 
of study and propose solutions to a given issue. As they were discussing 
real-life situations, they could go beyond the mere communication of facts, 
venture to think critically and devise alternative solutions to contemporary 
problems, such as violations of the right to health or defamation. 

In addition, based on their learning needs they were able to self-set their 
SMART goals and define the most appropriate course of action to attain 
them. To prepare them for this, I organised training sessions where the 
students became acquainted with SMART goals. Furthermore, they kept 
a learning journal to monitor their achievement throughout the classes. 
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Speaking activities were usually followed up by self-assessment sessions in 
which students recorded their learning memories and gave account of the 
main difficulties they faced while speaking English, and how they managed 
to overcome them. Afterwards, they shared their self-assessment outcomes 
with the whole class so that they could receive feedback from their class-
mates and teacher. An example of a set of SMART goals is displayed below:

Figure 1: Sample student’s SMART goals

Data were collected with the aid of the students’ journals, a speaking 
rubric and a survey, and subsequently analysed following the principles of 
Grounded Theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1999). It was demonstrated that the 
implementation of SMART goal-setting and HOTS guided students to over-
come their difficulties in speaking English, so that they gradually became 
more confident and actively involved in small debates. Concerning their 
higher-order thinking skills and the awareness of their role as future lawyers 
operating in real contexts, they became increasingly engaged in their learn-
ing processes and developed confidence to tackle their future professional 
hurdles. For instance, a student stated that SMART goal-setting allowed him 
to “study a little bit more in order to overcome weaknesses regarding vocabu-
lary, speaking and listening” (Survey, student 59, 16-11-2017).

As a result of this research experience, I am eager to continue inquir-
ing into the implementation of SMART goal-setting along with the HOTS 
framework to foster the development of other communicative skills.
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This chapter contains four TR accounts: two from the UK and one each 
from Spain and Turkey. In the UK, there have been several events pro-
moting teacher research in recent years, including the IATEFL ReSIG 

pre-conference events in Harrogate and Manchester (Bullock and Smith, 2015; 
Etherington and Daubney, 2017). In the Spanish context, the ELT Research in 
Action (ELTRIA) conferences have been actively promoting teacher research, 
supported by the IATEFL ReSIG since 2017 (Mackay, Birello and Xerri, 2018). 
Similarly, in the Turkish context, there have been annual IATEFL ReSIG con-
ferences since 2014, supported by TR mentoring schemes, which are described 
in publications arising from these conferences (e.g. Burns, Dikilitaş, Smith and 
Wyatt, 2017). Some of these TR initiatives have taken place in the context of the 
International Festival of Teacher Research in ELT (Smith, 2018).

In this chapter, teaching Spanish at a UK university, María Esther Lecumberri 
recounts her exploratory practice project designed to address what she per-
ceived to be disruptive use of mobile phones in her classroom. She elicited data 
from her learners via spoken and written tasks integrated in her lessons. Na-
than Thomas, also based in the UK, discusses his experience of employing nar-
rative inquiry to support a young learner who was initially reluctant to speak. 
He fondly reminisces about his TR project despite the associated challenge of 
collecting his data simultaneously as he was teaching. Jessica Mackay, who 
teaches English to adults in Spain, writes about her experience of using learner-
generated images to get at her learners’ beliefs about teaching and learning. The 
project helped both her and her learners understand the complex web of belief 
structures underpinning a teaching/learning encounter. Neslihan Gündoğdu, 
working in a university context in Turkey, also writes about the transformative 
effects of action research on herself and her learners, arguing that TR can be an 
antidote to teacher burnout.
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Exploring the impact of mobile phones in my 
language classroom
María Esther Lecumberri
Regent’s University London, UK
lecumbee@regents.ac.uk

My teacher research project was part of a collaborative language teach-
ing and learning research project using Exploratory Practice (EP) at Regents 
Institute of Language and Culture (RILC) at Regent’s University London, a 
private university in London. The aim of the project was to enhance  the 
professional development of the participants and to promote collegiality.

I teach Spanish to advanced and 
intermediate international students 
doing a BA degree in International 
Business. It frustrated me to see my 
students distracted by mobile phones 
during my lessons. However, I did not 
want to ban  phones altogether  as  I 
felt  it would deprive us of a useful 
learning tool and it would go against 
enhancing student’s development as 
responsible learners.

I explored what I felt was disrup-
tive use of mobile phones following 
the principles of EP. EP is a form of 
teacher research in language educa-
tion which aims to integrate research, 

learning and teaching. It promotes the idea of teachers puzzling about their 
language teaching experiences to develop a better understanding of their 
classroom practices whilst involving their students, using ‘normal peda-
gogic practices as investigative tools’ (Hanks 2015, p. 614).

I used brainstorming, class discussions, surveys, cartoons and essay writ-
ing as investigative tools. As the activities were conducted in Spanish, the 
research was integrated into the teaching and learning of the language. I con-
ducted my study over three semesters with a total of 28 international stu-
dents, aged 19-24, from four groups of intermediate and advanced Spanish.
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The process gave both the students and me a chance to discuss and un-
derstand each other’s perspectives while practising Spanish. Jointly explor-
ing the  students’ reasons for using phones in class, as well as the  bene-
fits, risks and consequences associated with this kind of mobile phone pos-
itively influenced the overall atmosphere in the classroom. Students felt 
that their opinions mattered and this built trust and made students less 
inclined to be distracted by their mobile phones. In our conversations, oth-
er interesting topics emerged which encouraged the students to reflect on 
their learning. For instance, we discussed how students engaged with the 
learning process and what kind of activities promoted their engagement in 
the classroom. We also considered the benefits and responsibilities involved 
in becoming an independent learner able to make decisions about how to 
best learn a language. Another positive outcome were meaningful interac-
tions in the target language as the use of mobile phones in the classroom 
became relevant to the students.

Challenges included time and dedication taking into consideration 
teachers’ workloads which do not always leave space for research. There 
were also times I felt uncertain about the relevance of the results. However, 
I realised that the nature of EP is not based on large-scale experiments but 
on the notion of working with small groups which allows teachers to con-
duct a microanalysis of what is going on in the classroom. In my case, this 
microanalysis contributed to a greater understanding of the dynamics of 
the classroom for the participating teacher and students, which improved 
communication and participation.

The project encouraged me to further research the use of mobile phones 
as pedagogical tools. It also motivated me to write a case study for the 
book  Exploratory Practice for Continuing Professional Development  (Le-
cumberri, 2018).
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Teacher research in Thailand: the first step in an 
ongoing journey
Nathan Thomas
University College London
nathan.thomas.19@ucl.ac.uk

It was during my fifth year of teaching when I began my first project as 
a teacher researcher. I used narrative inquiry as a method and focused my 
writing on a student of mine who was hesitant to speak in class. She spent 
months in complete silence. 

Being her EFL teacher, I was afforded a unique perspective that an out-
side researcher would not have had. The project was initially called An Ex-
ploratory Study on an Extended Silent Period and took place in one of the 
first grade classes I was teaching at a primary school in Bangkok, Thailand. 

As an exploratory study, I did not begin with specific research ques-
tions in mind. Instead, I documented, in great detail, the participant’s be-
haviours, interactions with others, and her developing interest in English. 
This was in an effort to understand better the silence she was experiencing 
and my role in mitigating this issue as her teacher. 

When it came time to code the data, I had several notebooks worth 
of entries to pore over. Coding the data was tedious, but I enjoyed living 
and reliving each moment, simultaneously writing and coding over the 
academic year. The participant’s demeanour gradually changed throughout 
this time as evidenced by her increased eye contact, smiling, physical in-
teraction with peers, use of the L1 with peers/the teacher, as well as echoed 
and elicited speech in L2. This was in contrast to her complete silence and 
lack of interaction at the start of the year. 

I used attachment theory to make sense of the data. Attachment is de-
scribed as the bond between a child and a caretaker who nurtures the child 
and is responsive to his or her needs (Bowlby, 1982). I determined that 
through emotional scaffolding, i.e. purposeful effort to encourage positive 
interaction, language learning could take place. For example, when asked a 
question in her L2, the participant would often respond non-verbally or in 
L1. Although this is typically discouraged in EFL classes, it was encouraged 
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in this case since it demonstrated language learning (comprehension) and 
positive interaction. 

The most noticeable change for me was this new attention to detail I had 
developed in practice. Every moment had meaning, as I had gotten used to 
trying to interpret every action and reaction in the classroom. Because my 
data collection took place through observation while teaching, balancing 
the two activities was my greatest challenge. 

Upon graduating, I presented the paper at IATEFL 2017 in Glasgow. 
This brought the project full circle for me, sharing my first foray into teach-
er research with a seemingly captive audience both in-person and online (a 
link to the talk, courtesy of the British Council, has been provided below; 
see also Thomas, 2018). 

In the years that followed, I have moved to other countries, taught at dif-
ferent levels, and participated in numerous teacher research projects. Most 
recently, I have been working on papers related to language learning strate-
gies (see Thomas and Rose, 2019; Thomas, Rose, and Pojanapunya, 2019) and 
identity (Thomas and Osment, 2019). It is safe to say that teacher research has 
changed my life dramatically. This journey has taken me around the world 
and back, quite literally, opening up numerous doors along the way. 
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Exploring EFL learner expectations through 
participant-generated imagery
Jessica Mackay
Universitat de Barcelona, Spain
jmackay@ub.edu

Previous studies have successfully used learner-generated images to ex-
plore core beliefs about the nature of teaching and learning (Borg, et al., 
2014; Salvi, 2016). To learn more about the attitudes and expectations of 
my students (adult EFL learners in a university language school in Barce-
lona, Spain), I conducted a small-scale exploratory project with four intact 
groups: 

Group/Level Participants M F Mean age

A2 12 2  10 44.0
B2.1 (1) 21 6  15  26.9
B2.1 (2) 20 8 12 34.6
C1  9  4  5  31.5

N= 62 N= 20 (32.25%) N= 42 (67.75%) 33.4
Table 1: Characteristics of participating groups

In the first class, I asked students to draw an image or representation of 
‘My ideal English class’. The biggest challenge at this stage, as I work with 
adult learners, was to justify the exercise without influencing their depic-
tions. I have since learnt that informing my learners that the picture will be 
the basis of a discussion is sufficient rationale to convince even the most 
reluctant ‘artist’. 
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Figure 1: Learner-generated images ‘My ideal English class’

In pairs, the learners then discussed the similarities and differences be-
tween their pictures. I then gave the following instructions for homework:

Figure 2: PPT slides showing instructions for students 

Another challenge with this type of research is that rather than the un-
ambiguous data obtained by asking participants directly ‘Do you prefer 
‘X’? unprompted observations may result in a smaller data sample. After 
coding, I selected a number of unexpected and interesting themes which 
emerged to explore further through class discussion.

The teacher
Characteristic Total mentions
Woman 20/62 (32%)
Native Speaker (NS) 9/62 (14.51%)
Fun 9/62 (14.51%)
Young 8/62 (12.90%)
Dynamic 6/62 (9.67%)
Patient 5/62 (8.06%)

Table 2: Characteristics of an ‘ideal’ English teacher

level
level
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Somewhat disappointingly, only one learner, herself a teacher, valued 
‘experienced’ and ‘professional’ as important characteristics! 

Classroom/resources
Resources Total mentions
Board (white or black)  18/62 (29.03%)
Computer (for teacher) 15/62 (24.19%)
Books / dictionaries  14/62 (14.51%)
Projector  9/62 (14.51%)
IWB 4/62 (6.45%)
Apps 4/62 (6.45%)
Posters 4/62 (6.45%)
Clock 3/62 (4.83%)

Table 3: Resources present in an ‘ideal’ English classroom

I was surprised to see that technology may not be as important for these 
students as I had previously believed. Furthermore, 17 learners would rath-
er not be in a classroom at all, e.g. “The perfect English class for me, should 
be done outside. No matter where. In a park, city, in front of a monument” 
(CP, ♂, C1), of whom 12 (70.58%), were male. This may offer some insight 
into the gender imbalance in adult EFL classes in this context. 

Figure 3: Example of a male student’s depiction of ideal learning environment
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Group/Classmates
Group characteristics Total mentions
Small groups (<12) 23/62 (37.09%)
Teacher-centred 23/62 (37.09%)
Learner-centred 10/62 (16.12%)
Motivated learners 10/62 (16.12%)
Diverse group: age, nationality, occupations etc. 7/62 (11.29%)

Table 4: Group characteristics in an ‘ideal’ English class

Surprisingly, 23 learners (37.09%), described the teacher as the focus of 
the class, e.g. “She is talking us. We are sitting in front of her and we hear 
her” (RS, ♀ A2). Correspondingly, learners’ pictures often represented the 
students sat at individual tables (see Figure 1, above). 

Discussion
Perhaps the most valuable outcome of this project was the opportunity 

for discussion and reflection. Learner feedback written post-discussion 
commented on key issues and revealed developing metacognition, e.g. 
“I did not like the English classes at school, but I draw the picture like at 
school because it is what I know” (JA, ♂, B2). This learner seems to have 
realised how previous learning experiences influenced his current expecta-
tions, an example of Lortie’s ‘apprenticeship of observation’ (1975).

The activity was especially successful in raising learners’ awareness of 
the diversity of opinion within each group and presenting an opportunity 
to discuss alternatives. As one learner commented “I enjoy this activity. It’s 
curious. I didn’t know we all see learning in very different forms” (MR, ♀, 
B2). 

Since the conclusion of this project, I have used this technique as a first-
class activity with all my new groups. It is a materials-light, fun, efficient 
and practical way of revealing learner beliefs and expectations, opening up 
discussion and potentially challenging ingrained assumptions.
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Dealing with burnout through research
Neslihan Gündoğdu
Cukurova University, Turkey
neslihangundogdu@hotmail.com

Burnout can sometimes lead to positive changes in our professional 
contexts. That’s exactly what I experienced with my first action research 
(AR) project three years ago. It was a collaborative study aiming to help 
students improve their listening skills while interacting with their peers. 
As an intervention, we adapted and implemented some effective listening 
activities to guide our students to become interactive listeners through pair 
work, group work and whole class discussions in class. After each imple-
mentation, learning logs were used to have students reflect on their experi-
ences. Furthermore, informal student and teacher interviews were carried 
out to assess the effectiveness of the intervention. The results revealed that 
the activities implemented created awareness of effective learning through 
peer listening and had a direct impact on the students’ understanding of the 
role of listening to one another attentively (Gündoğdu and Buğra, 2017).

Being involved in AR has had a positive impact on my professional de-
velopment. First of all, it helped me gain confidence in conducting research. 
Now, I feel more confident to go through the stages of the research process. 
Secondly, after doing AR and attending AR conferences, I realized that my 
experience in AR has been transformative; while I had previously not re-
corded the results of the methods and activities employed in my classrooms, 
I now engaged in making ample notes, on the basis of which I got published 
in a journal. Third, researching the literature before and during the research 
process contributed to my academic knowledge and inspired me with ideas 
about future research topics. Finally, in and out of the class, my mind is now 
always busy reflecting on what I did in the class and how my students reacted 
to my teaching. This also inspires me to explore new research topics. 

Students, too, benefitted from being part of our AR project. To begin 
with, my students liked the idea of participating in research. They appreci-
ated my efforts to help them improve their English and took responsibility 
by doing the extra classroom activities on time or coming up with sugges-
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tions for the research process. In addition, them taking part in the research 
project established a bond between us, as well as among the students them-
selves, which led to better classroom management. None of the students 
during the research process gave up participating in the research activities; 
they were aware of the fact that if someone in the group gave up, the chain 
would break. Students did not perceive doing any extra activities, such as 
watching YouTube videos or doing a film-inspired activity as a burden. 
Rather, they treated such activities as a treat because they broke the class 
routine. Last but not least, when they noticed their language improvement 
in the process (e.g. their listening skills were improving as they were able to 
understand the context and do the activities in and outside the class), they 
realised that ‘practice makes perfect’, something they are likely to keep in 
mind as a motto (Gündoğdu, 2018).

I have some advice for practising teachers. Whatever your age is, it is nev-
er too late to start doing AR. I believe that we, as teachers, always find solu-
tions to the challenges in our classrooms but we do not usually share them 
in a written form. If we present such content at a conference or in an article, 
we propose tested techniques and implemented solutions based on the re-
sults of our practical experiences in a classroom environment. Thus, teachers 
working in similar contexts can use our experiences as reference. Writing up 
research papers to disseminate such findings is not that much of a challenge. 
We do not need to use overly academic language to express our ideas. All we 
need is enthusiasm and appropriate training while believing in ourselves.
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This chapter reports on two research projects carried out in Saudi Ara-
bia and Iraq. The Saudi context has increasingly given importance to 
teacher research (see Zoghbor, Coombe, Al Alami, and Abu-Rmaileh, 

2017). In this chapter, Reem Alqahtani from Saudi Arabia presents a project 
carried out in at a secondary school, by implementing Universal Design Learn-
ing (UDL) as an instructional approach to address individual students’ needs 
when teaching reading and writing. From Iraq, Mayamin Altae discusses the 
challenges of implementing a new curriculum, from the perspective of English 
language teachers. She reports on her work preparing teachers to work with 
methodologies new to them, while also providing ICT and assessment sup-
port.
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The effect of implementing UDL-based activities 
in improving EFL learners’ academic achievement 
and attitudes towards L2
Reem Abdulhadi J. Alqahtani
Ministry of Education, Saudi Arabia
reem.qahtani2@hotmail.com

Learners’ academic achievement and their diversity are two main chal-
lenges I have had as an EFL teacher. This led me to conduct an experimental 
study in a ninth-grade, urban EFL context in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia. In my 
context, learners’ academic achievement in writing and reading skills was 
not satisfactory according to the ongoing assessment and the assignments. 
Moreover, their different needs, learning styles, and interests were difficult 
to cater for at the same time. Having gifted, average, and learners with spe-
cial educational needs (in this case dyslexia and ADHD) made me wonder: 
should I focus on teaching the gifted students, the students with special 
educational needs, or the average students, especially as they constitute the 
majority of my students? In each case, a group of students would be neglect-
ed. The dilemma, therefore, was how to meet my students varied individual 
needs and achieve the curriculum objectives satisfactorily. 

As an EFL teacher-researcher, I discussed the issue with my professor. 
She then introduced me to the Universal Design for Learning (UDL). UDL 
is not a “one size fits all” approach. It is a framework that provides flexibility 
in the way information is presented; it reduces barriers in instruction and 
provides support and accommodations for all students (Gillis and Matlock, 
2012). It includes providing multiple means of representation, action and 
expression, and engagement (Flanagan, Liebling and Meltzer, 2013; CAST, 
2014). 

After spending three weeks reading through multiple resources and 
watching different experiences of implementing the UDL in various en-
vironments, I decided to conduct an experimental study aiming to exam-
ine the effect of using the UDL to improve my students’ English language 
skills (specifically writing and reading) as well as their attitudes towards 
learning L2.After determining my students’ learning styles, abilities, inter-
ests, and needs (by observation, discussion, and applying the visual, aural, 
read/write, and kinaesthetic learning styles’ assessment known under the 
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acronym of VARK (VARK, 2019), I re-designed the activities of a unit in 
the English language curriculum using the UDL principles. I focused on 
providing learning opportunities for all of my students. For example, in 
a descriptive writing activity, instead of asking the students to write a de-
scriptive essay, I provided different options such as: describe a picture or 
a scene from a movie they like, write a fictional story, describe a dream, 
or describe a subtitled video (keywords, colours, pictures, and videos were 
provided). In this activity, I provided multiple choices to include all of my 
students, regardless of their proficiency levels. 

In the beginning, time and classroom management were challenges. 
Students were confused about the ‘unusual’ activities in which they should 
participate. However, by the fourth class, I noticed that students were less 
stressed and more engaged; they began to get involved in challenging ac-
tivities that matched their learning styles. 

The results of the ongoing assessment and assignments suggested that 
the UDL had a significant effect on students’ writing and reading skills. 
Furthermore, the results of the post-implementation of the students’ self-
assessment indicated significant improvement in their attitudes towards 
learning English; they suggested an increased interest in the activities 
(mostly the writing tasks) and enjoyment in the variety of the activities. 
This experience has encouraged me to draw more on UDL in my teaching 
practice by way of creating learning opportunities to include all of my stu-
dents to develop their L2 skills in an engaging environment.
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Following the introduction of the new English 
language curriculum in Iraq: are we putting the 
cart before the horse?
Mayamin Altae
University of Leicester, UK / University of Mosul, Iraq
mayaminn@hotmail.com

As an Iraqi English language teacher, I have been able to witness two sig-
nificant eras in the process of teaching English in Iraqi secondary schools. 
These two eras are the pre-invasion and the post-invasion periods. The 
country witnessed an invasion in 2003, which resulted in a fundamental 
change to how the English language is taught.

A new curriculum was introduced in 2003, which was part of the politi-
cal requirements to abandon links with the old regime and establish what is 
called “New Iraq”. “It was an urgent challenge with a need for updating and 
infusion of the values of peace and human rights, respect for others, active 
citizenship and democracy” (UNESCO, 2004, p.6). The curriculum is based 
on modern interactive teaching methodology, which entails that students 
become more engaged in lessons and develop critical thinking and prob-
lem-solving skills. The new methodology is completely new to the Iraqi 
teachers who are used to following the traditional, now outdated, grammar-
translation method in teaching. Therefore, the new curriculum presented 
a huge challenge for the teachers who were introduced to the curriculum 
without any prior training – something that normally takes place in the es-
tablished educational systems all over the world. Iraqi teachers experienced 
extremely difficult times because of the consecutive wars in the country, 
and this isolated them from the outside world for many years. Therefore, 
to ask these teachers to suddenly start using a new, modern curriculum 
that requires new skills appeared to be a great miscalculation on the part of 
the Iraqi Ministry of Education. This has resulted in anxious and unsettled 
teachers; they tend to perceive the changes as a great threat to their pro-
fessional careers. My research project enabled me to gain a better under-
standing of the Iraqi teachers’ needs, and provided an evidence-informed 
approach on what really might work for them. 

The project, which was part of my self-funded PhD, looked at what train-
ing programmes were implemented in Iraq and whether these programmes 
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were being monitored by official departments. The findings indicated that 
although the teachers showed positive perception about the new changes, 
the absence of systematic support for change to take place hindered the 
achievement of the desired outcomes. 

As a follow-up to my research, I started a pilot project with three schools 
in Baghdad and Mosul helping the teachers in these schools to get used to 
the new curriculum and supporting them in changing their teaching prac-
tices. The project looks at embedding technology into teaching to bridge 
the gap between the teachers’ limited knowledge of the new methods and 
the expectations of their schools and the Iraqi Ministry of Education. For 
instance, my project included training on how to prepare lesson plans, e.g. 
starting with a warm-up, a main session and then reflections. I am also help-
ing in creating new schemes of work and criteria for formative and summa-
tive assessments. My work has been positively received by the teachers who 
found it helped them understand the new curriculum requirements. I am 
in the first phase of this project and there are two more phases on advanced 
skills to follow once I feel the teachers have gained the basic skills and the 
confidence to progress. The teachers’ skills progress is assessed through ob-
servation and feedback. However, there have been a few challenges linked 
to the inability to meet the teachers’ individual training needs, which I at-
tempted to address by eliciting their preferences to design a more tailored 
training programme. 
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This chapter presents eight accounts, from India, Japan and Cambodia, 
integrating different research approaches and report styles. India has 
witnessed a large movement that looks at teachers’ professional devel-

opment, including teacher research. For example, British Council India1  has 
developed several projects that support teacher research, e.g. English Language 
Teaching Research Mentoring Scheme (ELTRMS) and the Action Research 
Mentor Scheme (ARMS). Likewise, the All India Network of English Teachers 
(AINET)2  has given more visibility to teacher research. In Japan, the Japanese 
Association of language teaching (JALT)3  has actively promoted teacher re-
search, including the JALT journal4, designed and published locally-relevant 
research. In Cambodia, the CamTESOL5  conference features the Regional ELT 
Research Symposium where local and international experts present their work, 
and there are mentoring opportunities for those teachers interested in con-
ducting TR. 

In the Indian context, Ranjana Varma shares an action research poem, which 
tells us about the integration of ICTs to develop secondary school students’ 
autonomy and increase motivation. The two contributions that follow discuss 
learning autonomy. S. Akilandeswari discusses strategies to develop vocabu-
lary learning and improve students’ comprehension. Sadeqa Ghazal draws on 
her Exploratory Action Research (EAR) (Smith and Rebolledo, 2018), using a 
Q&A format to recount her TR. She reports on using Dogme, which led to her 
students improving their speaking skills. Preparing his students to write for 
exam purposes, Sandeep Sen Gupta reflects on the valuable learning about 
his students’ attitudes to writing which ensued as a result of his TR. Sharmila 
Sengupta presents two EAR projects in Kolkata designed to explore (1) the 
use of visuals for developing students’ reading skills and (2) her teenage stu-
dents’ attitudes to ICT being used for English language learning. Moving on 
to the Japanese higher education context, Glen Hill seeks to explore university 
students’ attitudes and motivation towards extensive reading through an ac-
tion research project. Next, reporting on using collaborative journaling, Shoko 
Kita writes about supporting her students to use English in the EFL classroom; 

1 https://www.britishcouncil.in/programmes/english-partnerships/
research-policy-dialogues

2 https://www.theainet.net/
3 https://jalt.org/
4 http://jalt-publications.org/jj
5 https://camtesol.org/Camtesol/Home/
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conducting this study made her redefine her beliefs about learning and teach-
ing. Finally, Steven Graham takes us to Cambodia where he carried out an 
action research project to help his primary students overcome their perceived 
fossilisation difficulties. 

Reference:
Smith, R. and Rebolledo, P. (2018). A Handbook for Exploratory Action 
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ishcouncil.org/sites/default/files/attachments/30510_bc_explore_ac-
tions_handbook_online_aw.pdf
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Motivate, engage, transform for effective 
computer learning (ICT-mediated 21st century 
skills)
Ranjana Varma
DAV Public School, Sreshtha Vihar, India
varma.ranjana@gmail.com

My Action Research Story
Is full of glory

Is it a story of mere exploration?
Or of transformation flooded with motivation?

Is it a story of just observation?
Or of determination topped with dedication?

Is it a simple investigation?
Or has it led to rejuvenation?

It’s a story of guidance, support and acclaim 
Thanks to my dynamic Principal for proposing my name.

It’s a story of my mentor’s confidence in me 
to use my skills and potential in full spree.

It’s a story of attaining my aim as an ICT teacher
to instil joy of learning about computers in my learner.

It’s a story of revamping my learner 
to be independent and confident while being

an empowered effective user.
It’s a story of self-exploration

to kindle the missing spark and trigger computer sensation.
It’s a story of strong motivation

to devote time and direct efforts towards effective computer education.
It’s a story to facilitate and interact

with the software HTML that lacks connect.
It’s a story in its full bloom 

to enhance the fun element in my classroom.
It’s a story of going that extra mile 

to create a positive learning environment with a smile.
It’s a story of introspection

to engage my learners in self-reflection.
It’s a story of creativity and uniqueness

to use Flipgrid for their strengths and weaknesses.
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It’s a story of action not talks
to let them think out of the box.

It’s a story to pair and share 
to expose them to new tools and software. 

It’s a story of meaningful dialogue
 with other teachers to clear the clog.

It’s a story of innovative appeal;
 YouTube videos, OneNote, Office Mix invoked zeal.

It’s a story of productive engagement 
with Kahoot for edutainment. 

It’s a story of engrossment and survey
through Google Forms in an easy way.
It’s a story of winning self-confidence

to let students self-assess and seek guidance.
It’s a story of increased interest and being serious

through hands-on activities in the lab period.
It’s a story of fighting against the odds,

making myself available through WhatsApp won applauds. 
 It’s a story of giving exposure 

to tools like Quizlet, Hour of Code and make HTML hit for sure.
It’s a story of gamified learning

to involve them all and let the fun churning.

It’s a story of continual inspiration
to help them create personal website as HTML real-life application. 

It’s a story of little resentment too
to work when there is board exam pressure on learner and you.

It’s a story of conscious deliberation
to explore what other ICT teachers do for edification.

It’s a story of creative collaboration
to consult and share the joy of implementation.
It’s a story of pondering on parents’ involvement
in enhancing interest in computers to an extent.

It’s a story of realistic optimism
to REinvent, REjoice, RElearn through the REsearch mechanism.

 
It’s a story of an ENTHUSIASTIC CLASS

A story that will OUTLAST.
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Action changes things
S. Akilandeswari
DAV Public School, Sreshtha Vihar, India
akila_srinivasan@yahoo.com

I teach English to Grade 11 (ages 15-16) in Delhi, India. Their English 
scores in grade 10 put them at levels A2-B1. In grade 11, they had chosen 
as their subjects Food Production, Fashion Technology, English and Hindi. 
Teachers of Food Production and Fashion Technology confirmed that these 
students found it difficult to comprehend and use technical vocabulary as 
found in their English texts. Just then I was introduced to action research, 
which I used to help my students improve their comprehension and use of 
such vocabulary. I formulated the following research question: “My stu-
dents struggle with a gap between words and their meanings. What can I 
do to decrease this gap?” and the sub-question was “What can be effective 
classroom strategies to reduce the gap between words and their meanings, 
improving comprehension?”

I had previously exposed my students to traditional methods of improv-
ing vocabulary, such as learning five new words every day and using them 
regularly. They were not inclined to do this, and that challenged me to look 
for new and interesting strategies. On the internet I came across Word Wall. 
Word Walls are used in Primary classes and never in the Middle and the 
Senior Classes in my school. I displayed on the class display board, i.e. on 
my ‘Wall’, words from the English text that my students were currently do-
ing. As I taught them, I constantly referred to the words on the board. Go-
ing further, using the same words, the class discussed meanings, antonyms, 
synonyms and other forms of the words. My students showed interest in 
this technique, which was evidenced in their responses to a questionnaire. 
The improvement in associating words with their meanings was visible as 
the students started using the words with more confidence and familiarity. 
In informal discussions with the students, they suggested they would ap-
preciate using the Word Wall in other subjects, too (e.g. Food Technology, 
Fashion Studies). The teachers of these subjects constantly referred to the 
‘Wall’ as they taught and they, too, noticed improvement in the students’ 
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comprehension, retention and spelling of the new vocabulary, as suggested 
by the students’ tests. 

The next challenge was to answer my sub-question: “What can be effec-
tive classroom strategies to reduce the gap between a word and its meaning, 
improving comprehension?” As students are tech savvy, I started looking 
for ways to integrate technology into vocabulary learning. I found the an-
swer in Kahoot! Following training in how to use this tool, I created quizzes 
to match words with meanings and vice versa. The outcome from using 
Kahoot! was outstanding. After attempting the quizzes twice, my students 
started using words such as ‘resuscitate’, ‘Avant Garde’, ‘copyright’, ‘Haute 
Couture’, ‘perceive’, ‘fling’, ‘hustle’ and ‘loll’ autonomously and confidently, 
which they struggled to do earlier. 

As a master trainer, I had the opportunity to share this action research 
project with other teachers of English from my school and other schools. 
I shared a Prezi presentation on Word Wall and how Kahoot! can be used 
in teaching English (Akilandeswari, 2019). The feedback from colleagues is 
encouraging as they successfully use these techniques in their classes. 

This action research project enabled my students to learn that vocabu-
lary is important for good communication and that there are fun ways to 
learn it. My experience of action research taught me to look for new educa-
tional technologies, interesting learning experiences for students and for a 
satisfying and happy teaching experience for myself.

Acknowledgement: 
My mentors: Mrs Suman Chawla and Mrs Chandeep Marwah
My Principal: Mrs Prem Lata Garg.
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Fostering learner autonomy and developing 
speaking skills among high school ESL learners in 
India
Sadeqa Ghazal
Magadh University/Indian Institute of Technology, India
sghazal@gmail.com

What context was your TR project embedded in? 
I conducted Exploratory Action Research (EAR) in an urban high 

school context in Patna, the capital of Bihar, India. The study was con-
ducted with students of grades VIII (48 students) and IX (35 students) in 
textbook-based, low-resource classrooms, with no access to technology. All 
the students shared the same first language (Urdu) and studied English as 
their second language. 

What were the aims of the project?
The aims of my TR study were:

 � To improve students’ English speaking skills
 � To foster learner autonomy 
 � To explore the role of action research in finding contextualized so-
lutions.

Tell us more about your TR project.
Exploratory Action Research (EAR) involves two steps: first, exploring 

the current teaching-learning situation in order to achieve an in-depth 
understanding, and second, planning some changes, applying and ob-
serving them, and then analysing the effects of those changes (Smith and 
Rebolledo, 2018). The first step is exploratory in nature and the second 
step involves making systematic changes which may consist of several 
cycles. EAR is an effective way to understand our teaching contexts and 
find localized solutions for our unique challenges. It is also an afford-
able method of continuous professional development for teachers. This 
study was conducted in three cycles over nine months and the collected 
data was used to inform and shape the project through each cycle. The 
data was collected through teacher observation, audio recordings, and 
students’ feedback. Feedback from the students was collected after each 
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cycle using questionnaires with both close-ended and open-ended ques-
tions. The data was triangulated and analysed to measure the improve-
ment in students’ spoken proficiency, their level of autonomous behav-
iour, and their confidence. My teaching approach was influenced by the 
‘unplugged’ approach (Meddings and Thornbury, 2011). The unplugged, 
or Dogme, approach has three core precepts: language teaching should be 
conversation-driven, it should be materials-light, and it should focus on 
emergent language. I was influenced by this approach because it seemed 
promising in increasing student talk time and providing ample opportu-
nities for in-class speaking practice. Three activities were used for speak-
ing practice, moving from simple to complex tasks per cycle: summariz-
ing lessons, discussions, and debates. 

What were the outcomes of your TR project? 
This EAR project outcomes were: 

 � Increase in learner motivation
 � Better learner engagement
 � Increase in learner talk-time
 � Less dependence on the teacher
 � Decrease in rote-learning
 � Better speaking proficiency

Was your TR project a memorable experience?
Students of grade IX acknowledged me as ‘the most inspiring’ teacher 

of the year for sparking their interest in learning English. There is no better 
feeling than to inspire students to learn a language they did not like earlier. 

(How) Did you change in the TR process, personally and/or professionally?
I became more empathetic and patient, not only with my students but 

also with myself. I began to develop level-appropriate lessons while sustain-
ing a supportive classroom environment. 

(How) Did your learners change? Why?
The students became more autonomous, motivated, and confident. 

They conducted discussions and debates on self-chosen topics and through 
practice their speaking skills improved significantly. 
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What challenges did you have while doing TR? How did you overcome 
these?

There were two key challenges: lack of a local peer support group and 
lack of cooperation from the school administration. To address the first 
challenge, I joined online groups for teacher-researchers. IATEFL ReSIG 
and TESOL CALL EVO Classroom-based Research for Professional De-
velopment were two such platforms. I was able to discuss my doubts with 
more experienced teachers and gain clarity about my Exploratory Action 
Research experience. The second challenge was more difficult to deal with 
because the school administration was unable to understand the benefits 
of TR. However, I managed to convince them to allow me to conduct my 
study. 
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Exploring learners’ difficulties in writing
Sandeep Sen Gupta
Baranagar Sree Sree Ramkrishna Vidyapith, India
sandeepsen.rm@gmail.com

I teach in a state-run school in Kolkata, West Bengal, India. I learned 
about teacher research (TR) from my mentors and wanted to apply it in 
my classroom. I conducted this research in classes IX and X (ages 14 – 16). 
Most of our learners belong to the ‘Below Poverty Line’ (BPL) category and 
their home support is almost nil. 

A large number of my students are afraid of writing anything. They 
consider themselves very poor users of English and have a fear of writing 
inaccurate sentences. Hence, they skip the whole writing part in exams, 
which causes them to score very poorly. Despite the exam containing writ-
ing prompts, most of my learners can’t use this support to frame proper 
sentences. To find out what problems my learners faced, I formulated the 
following research question to guide my inquiry: ‘Why can’t my learners 
understand and use the writing prompts and frame a paragraph?’ (British 
Council India, 2018). Below ( (Figure 1) are sample notes by a learner re-
flecting on the difficulties they experience in writing.

Figure 1: Learner reflection notes on their perceived writing difficulties
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While collecting the data, I came to know about many learner problems 
which were hitherto unknown to me. For example, some students stated: 
”I am very weak at grammar; I cannot write what I think; I can write well 
in the mother tongue but not in English; I am afraid/ashamed of writing 
wrong English”, etc. Up until then, I used to guess on my own what prob-
lems my learners might be facing, develop my own solutions and impose 
them on my learners. This time, however, I decided to listen to my learners’ 
voices, and they contained very valuable suggestions. Some advised me to 
offer extra classes beyond school hours, to use the projector regularly, to 
practise translation, etc. 

Some students were curious about my TR project and asked what I 
would do with their responses. In this way, spontaneous interaction with 
the students emerged, which enabled us to establish a special rapport. 

My TR was a memorable experience because I came to know what TR 
is and learned the methods of collecting data, coding and decoding, docu-
menting the whole process and making sense of it. At the beginning coding 
and decoding was somewhat difficult, however, my mentors guided me to 
overcome this challenge. Involving the students directly in such a process 
was a very new kind of approach in our context and I enjoyed it. Personally, 
and professionally I became more confident. This was a different kind of ap-
proach and I developed the ability to think differently to solve my learners’ 
problems. My learners have also become more open to articulating their 
problems. Not only that, they also suggested possible solutions. I encour-
aged them to do so.

Acknowledgements:
To my mentors: Prof. Kalyan Chattopadhyay and Ms. Kuheli Mukherjee
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Elevating the student-teacher classroom 
experience: my teacher research journey
Sharmila Sengupta
Barisha Janakalyan Vidyapith for Girls (H.S.), India
senguptasharmila74@gmail.com

My teaching context
I teach ESL and Geography in a state-run school in Kolkata, India. My 

school caters to under-privileged learners. No fee is collected from stu-
dents. The school’s full dependence on Government support results in poor 
infrastructure. A blackboard is the only teaching aid in our classroom. Stu-
dents cannot afford computers, tablets or mobile devices.

Why I undertook teacher research
During one of my random online searches for teaching resources, I 

read about classroom-based Exploratory 
Action Research (EAR) and how, according 
to Smith and Rebolledo (2018, p. 4), “it en-
ables teachers to gain a better understanding 
of their classroom contexts and so develop 
more appropriate ways of teaching, without 
waiting for solutions from outside”. I real-
ized that conducting Teacher Research (TR) 
would help me to understand my students’ 
needs better. I decided to engage in first-
hand experimentation and conducted two 
TR projects.

My teacher research projects
My first TR project was a year-long 

(April 2017-March 2018) intensive EAR 
project with British Council’s Aptis Action Research Mentor Scheme 
(AARMS). My research question was, ‘Can the use of visuals in the reading 
skills class help my ESL students to comprehend texts better?’. This culmi-
nated in a day-long presentation in the AARMS Classroom-based Research 

Figure 1: Presenting my Action 
Research at the British Coun-
cil-AARMS Classroom-based 

Research Mela in Delhi, India, on 
March 11, 2018

https://youtu.be/9tWwwf0zK74


CREATING QUIET REFLEC TIVE SPACES: LANGUAGE TEACHER RESEARCH AS PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT

78

Mela, jointly organized by the British Council and Ambedkar University, in 
Delhi, India in 2018.

Second, I was part of a five-week (February-March 2018) online TR proj-
ect, Electronic Village Online (EVO), where I set out to understand what 
my students thought/felt about the use of technology in the classroom? The 
padlet I created for this project can be accessed here. In Sengupta (2018) I 
detail my EVO journey in the international teacher-research compilation 
Stories by Teacher Researchers in an Online Research Community. My final 
oral EVO 2018 presentation is available here. 

The challenges along the way
My primary challenge was finding time to conduct classroom-based re-

search while doing full justice to the syllabus. Planning all the aspects of 
both teaching and TR well in advance helped. I also took a few extra classes 
to learn how to administer the various data collection tools. My second big-
gest challenge was to convince the school authorities, parents and students 
about the requirements and the benefits associated with TR. I overcame 
these obstacles through discussions with each stakeholder category. 

How TR impacted my students
As my TR projects directly involved my students, its impact on them was 

immense. Participation in interviews, questionnaires, surveys and opinion 
polls made them think deeply, discuss, collaborate and communicate about 
what they liked or disliked about my teaching techniques. This helped to 
increase their self-esteem dramatically. Sonu, a participant in my first TR 
project, stated in one of the interviews: “I feel confident in the English class 
now. I know my opinions matter.” Interestingly, the TR projects increased 
class attendance, too. Being involved in the projects meant that students 
were using English beyond their syllabus and applying it in real-life situa-
tions such as interviews and surveys. Most importantly, my students started 
spontaneously opening up and articulating their thoughts. This has helped 
them to abandon any hesitation in communicating, and improve their in-
volvement and motivation. 

What TR has taught me
I never expected my TR projects to provide such eye-opening outcomes. 

They helped me to identify gaps in my teaching. Keenly observing the stu-

https://padlet.com/sengupta_sharmi/a2mgr9f58c90
http://classroombasedresearch.weebly.com/outcomes1.html
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dents’ verbal and non-verbal responses and heeding their opinions resulted 
in important insights. I harnessed these to improve the teaching-learning 
experience, which has now become collaborative and synergistic in nature. 
My TR projects also immensely increased positive response, motivation and 
enthusiasm not only in my students, but also in me. The resultant improve-
ment in communication has brought us closer. Engaging in TR proved to be 
an important turning point for me as it helped me develop into a far more 
effective learning facilitator. On completion of each of the two projects, the 
positive outcomes were appreciated not only by my students but also by my 
colleagues, the school authorities, and the parents.

What next?
In summary, my TR journey has been fascinating. It has delivered ter-

rific and holistic outcomes. I have chosen TR as the way forward to keep 
me updated on my students’ needs and delivering improved learning out-
comes. Further, to cascade my TR learning to my colleagues in my school 
and the community, I conduct workshops. I hope this article will motivate 
more teachers across the world to engage in TR. 
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BACK TO TABLE OF CONTENTS

http://resig.weebly.com/uploads/2/6/3/6/26368747/ebook_by_saglam_and_dikilitas_isbn.pdf 
http://resig.weebly.com/uploads/2/6/3/6/26368747/ebook_by_saglam_and_dikilitas_isbn.pdf 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9tWwwf0zK74&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9tWwwf0zK74&feature=youtu.be
https://padlet.com/sengupta_sharmi/a2mgr9f58c90
http://classroombasedresearch.weebly.com/outcomes1.html


80

Running an extensive reading program for 
Japanese science students
Glen Hill
Obihiro University of Agriculture and Veterinary Medicine, Japan
glenahill@gmail.com

My national university in Japan has ~240 new students every year, in 
agriculture (n = 200) or veterinary medicine (n = 40). I began an exten-
sive reading (ER) program 12 years ago with ~300 graded readers. We have 
>4,000 now with an equal share of fiction/non-fiction in a mini-library 
called the English Resource Center (ERC), which I manage. Gradually, I 
convinced other English teachers to add ER to their courses. This report 
summarizes key aspects of action research that has taken place over a de-
cade of operating the ER program.

We use Moodle to monitor reading records and provide online quizzes 
that tally words as students pass them. ER requirements have increasing 
word count targets as students progress through the curriculum. Only my 
reading skills courses have in-class silent reading, so their targets are higher.

Although English is widely used in science, our students are reluctant 
readers even after three semesters, due largely to poor secondary education, 
lack of prior reading even in L1, intensive focus on only science coursework, 
popularity of clubs, and lack of confidence. I have tried to promote ER in 
various ways. Each has meant to instil comfort, enjoyment, and confidence in 
students as they experience L2 reading materials longer than the short para-
graphs they have faced in secondary school. Enjoyment of reading is a key 
component of ER (Day and Bamford, 2002; Mori, 2002), but researchers do 
not agree that all of the original ER principles can or should be followed (Ma-
calister, 2015; Mori, 2015; Robb, 2002; Waring and McLean, 2015). 

Various pedagogical theories (e.g., Bang, 2002; Susser and Robb, 1990; 
Yamashita, 2013) and activities in class related to students’ graded readers 
were adopted in my lessons or the ERC from various sources (e.g., Bamford 
and Day, 2004; Jacobs, 2000; Robb and Susser, 1989; and references in At-
suta, 2003). Some of these include the following:

 � displaying inspirational posters of celebrities advocating reading
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 � creating insightful homework lessons that force students to think 
about the reading process (e.g. write to a character or author, draw a 
scene from the book, explain new vocabulary in context)

 � requiring in-class written comments and discussion after silent rea-
ding (I participate to give insight on books).

Showing relevancy to their future needs is also important, so I show 
data from my own surveys of companies that hire our students to demon-
strate this aspect of English reading to students. My involvement in the ER 
program also includes directly helping students choose books in the ERC, 
because so many do not know where to start. I also recommend books with 
written explanations and film clips that the entire class can access online 
and review at their own pace from the Moodle course page. I am careful 
to show reading records to the class periodically in such a way that student 
names are kept private, yet students can see where they stand compared to 
others. Moreover, I point out that the vast majority of students will occa-
sionally fail a Moodle quiz, that it is normal, and that there are likely good 
reasons for that.

End-of-semester feedback surveys collect student opinions of the cours-
es. Mid-semester surveys ask other information of students:

 � describe when and where they are comfortable reading
 � get advice from older students to prepare them for reading scientific 
journals

 � solicit feedback on Moodle quizzes
 � ask what genres they enjoy and want in the ERC
 � ask about opinions of fiction vs. non-fiction books.

I always provide my responses to their data. Doing that shows students 
my interpretations of the data. It also gives freshmen a perspective from 
peers who have already experienced the ER program. Moreover, it provides 
a sense of belonging to the various subgroups of data from different stu-
dents.

Over the 12 years, instructions about ER have constantly improved as 
I saw the need for better clarity when discussing the ER program with col-
leagues; initially English-only online explanations are now bilingual or all 
Japanese, and videos have augmented the initially text-only policies. Stu-
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dents must now pass a comprehension test on them before they can borrow 
books. I constantly solicit opinions from other teachers to inform everyone 
and to maintain consistency across the ER program. I also analyze weekly 
reading records for all teachers and suggest approaches to encourage pro-
crastinators and low achievers. 

Despite all that we do, a chief problem has been high course failure rates 
of some students who repeat courses, and often the reason is insufficient 
reading. My main thrust is to find ways to motivate these science students, 
not just to find enjoyable books but to make a habit of reading and expand 
horizons. We are considering biweekly targets to avoid procrastinating, be-
cause many choose books late in the semester and merely for large word 
counts. Reports of cheating on Moodle quizzes illustrate how they are more 
motivated extrinsically (toward a grade) instead of intrinsically (toward im-
proving their ability). We are also shifting from word counts to book counts 
for 2019 to see whether they truly choose books they enjoy or just shorter 
books to satisfy the course requirement.

This ongoing action research has provided insights into student behav-
iors and attitudes toward ER. The once-a-week class schedule restricts in-
tensive efforts to reform those two things. Surveys and discussions with 
teachers in the other English courses serve as the best avenue for teachers 
to stay apprised and for students to receive consistent treatment.
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Facilitating students’ English use through 
collaborative teaching journaling
Shoko Kita
Rikkyo University, Japan
shokokita@rikkyo.ac.jp

Following Farrell and Richards (2005), I conducted a study using col-
laborative teaching journaling. This helped me identify patterns in my class, 
see my students’ development more clearly, and explore my own teaching 
beliefs and practices.

As part of the professional development programme at the Centre for 
English Discussion Class at Rikkyo University in Tokyo, I kept a collabora-
tive teaching journal with a colleague for 14 weeks with the aim of exploring 
effective approaches to facilitating Japanese university students’ L2 use in 
class. Our collaborative journaling process involved the following six steps: 

(1)  audio-recording my classes weekly, 
(2)  transcribing significant parts of the lessons, 
(3)  writing journal entries based on my analysis of the recordings, 
(4)  sharing the entries with my colleague in a Google document, 
(5)  reading my colleague’s comments and answering her questions on 

the shared online documents, and 
(6)  planning activities for my next lessons. 

A class with eight low-intermediate first-year students was chosen for 
this project due to their excessive amount of Japanese use in class. The stu-
dents needed a constant reminder of our English-only policy, which often 
interrupted the flow of the lessons.

Collaborative journaling first helped me see patterns in my students’ 
L1 use. Their L1 use seemed to have stemmed from their desire to build a 
rapport with their peers, their perceived lack of L2 knowledge, the lack of 
awareness of the benefits of practicing L2 with their Japanese peers, as well 
as various affective factors. Having identified these patterns, I used various 
techniques such as student-centered discussions about the rationale for us-
ing L2 in class and goal setting activities. Documenting the students’ reac-
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tions to these techniques enabled me to notice their improvement, which 
I would not have recognized in class otherwise. From the qualitative data 
extracted from the recordings and student reflection sheets, I learned that 
the students started to self-correct their own and their classmates’ L1 use, 
refrained from asking questions in Japanese, and participated in English 
interactions outside the class more actively, all of which may indicate that 
they felt more comfortable using L2 following our class discussions and 
goal-setting.

The collaborative teaching journaling project also made me explore and 
redefine my teaching philosophy through comparing my beliefs with my 
colleague’s. My answers to my colleague’s questions uncovered that I was 
trying to provide my students with similar opportunities as my non-Japa-
nese speaking colleagues. In other words, in my class, I hoped to create situ-
ations where students could experience the excitement of communicating 
with an English speaker who does not understand them in their first lan-
guage. When I taught international students in America, it felt that just hav-
ing a different first language and culture with my students brought purpose 
and excitement to use English in class. Unfortunately, in my current context 
in Japan, I felt I might not be offering the same excitement or reasons to use 
English since I share the same culture with my students. Reflecting on this, I 
came to accept that what I can now offer in class may be different from what 
I used to offer, or what non-Japanese speaking teachers can bring to the 
classroom. Acknowledging the linguistic and emotional support in Japa-
nese which I am in a position to offer, I have shifted my focus to showing 
my students connections between in-class practice and opportunities to use 
English outside the class, and searching for effective moments to use Japa-
nese as a tool to support their learning. 
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Smooth transitions
Steven Graham
American University of Phnom Penh, Cambodia
s.graham@aupp.edu.kh

My teacher research journey began once I started teaching at the uni-
versity level in Thailand; I realized students had fossilization problems with 
the use of articles and the pronunciation of final ‘s’. My aim was to intervene 
at primary school, to make a difference. Through networking and building 
relationships, I was eventually allowed access to schools.

I started by making an audio CD of short English dialogues based on 
the Thai curriculum for first year primary school and demonstrating in one 
class in one school. The thinking behind this was that if I conducted what 
I considered an action research intervention, then maybe I would be able 
to help the students to overcome their perceived potential fossilization dif-
ficulties. The English dialogue simulations contained in the first CD were 
based on the activities contained in the student course books and were in 
line with the Thai curriculum.

The students listened and repeated as if acting in a role-play. I was asked 
to make a DVD by one of the teachers, which led to DVDs for six years of 
primary school based on the Thai curriculum, the start of my research jour-
ney (Graham, 2010). An example of the DVDs follows (Figure 1):
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Figure 1: Snapshots from a primary school DVD

I wanted to introduce vocabulary with articles, so flashcards were used, 
and the conversations that took place on the DVDs were acted out by the 
students after they had become accustomed to the routine.

The next stage involved students completing gap-fill activities based 
on the existing dialogues on the DVDs using MakeBeliefsComix. Students 
would listen to the dialogues that had already been role-played, and they 
would fill the gaps whilst reading the subtitles at the same time (Graham, 
2011). An example of the comic follows (Figure 2):
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Figure 2: Example gap-fill activity using MakeBeliefsComix

When using SpeaKIT speech recognition, students would individually 
play the DVD dialogue first, then listen and repeat the highlighted text on 
the screen. Once finished, SpeaKIT would grade the input and produce a 
report that would help the teacher to explain what required attention (see 
Figure 3). This was completed weekly for one hour at one school. 

Figure 3: Setting up and using SpeaKIT
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The project lasted approximately five years, in conjunction with Udon 
Education Foundation and Udon Thani Primary Education Office Area 4. 
Many schools used the DVDs and comics, with approximately 150 students 
having access to speech recognition. Questionnaires and interviews with the 
students determined that they were excited by the different style of learn-
ing. They were asked to rank the DVD, MakeBeliefsComix and SpeaKIT 
activities in order of preference and a paper will be published soon analys-
ing the SpeaKIT data to show the range of student errors that the students 
demonstrated and their frequencies over a period of time.

This was a memorable experience due to the cooperation and interac-
tion with the school directors, teachers and students. Close friendships 
were formed, which allowed for further investigations to take place, with 
finance being the only apparent obstacle to progress.

This gave all the participants and actors a sense of agency; however, 
without integrating these forms of activity into the curriculum, it was evi-
dent that any improvement was short term and thus superficial. To truly 
make a difference, future projects would need to be integrated into the cur-
riculum, rather than treated as an add-on, giving it more importance in the 
eyes of all concerned. 
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We conclude this volume with two accounts from Australia, a con-
text where major efforts to support TR have been made in recent 
years, c.f. Action Research in ELICOS Program1. First, Alice Chik, 

Susan Markose and Di Alperstein report on their teacher research project us-
ing language portrait silhouettes to examine their university students’ language 
learning histories and encourage reflection on what they meant to the students. 
Second, referring to her reflective journal, Becky Stevens writes about the im-
pact of action research, highlighting the role of her students as collaborators 
and companions on her journey of professional and personal growth.

1  https://www.englishaustralia.com.au/professional-development/action-research
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Language portrait silhouettes
Alice Chik, Susan Markose, and Di Alperstein
Macquarie University, Australia
alice.chik@mq.edu.au

This project took place in an elective course on literacy in multicul-
tural Australia undertaken by student-teachers in Sydney. The focus of 
this teacher research project was to use language portrait silhouettes to 
help students examine their language learning experiences and to reflect 
on what their language histories meant to them (Kalaja and Melo-Pfeifer, 
2019; Chik, Markose and Alperstein, 2018) (see Appendix for examples of 
language silhouettes).

The 2016 Census reveals that 20.8% of Australian households speak 
a language other than English at home; yet English is the only required 
language in school. Bi- and multilingual competence is frequently not ac-
knowledged in school. In this project, students were asked to consider their 
language learning and use experiences. Then, on a simple body outline, 
they coloured and labeled in different sections of the silhouettes to repre-
sent their personal connection with languages. Each silhouette was accom-
panied by a short annotation from the student. 

At the start of our teaching and planning session, we were conscious 
that those who chose to enroll in our unit of study were interested in the 
topic of multiculturalism. The nature of university study in our department 
precludes opportunities for functional interaction between staff and stu-
dents outside the classroom. Academic staff rarely know much about their 
students’ backgrounds; nor do they have occasion to tap into the life worlds 
of students. This project was conceived with the following aims in mind:

 � We hoped that through our tutorial discussions, each student would 
have the opportunity to share his or her cultural and language his-
tories with the class. 

 � Students would use the opportunity to develop an awareness of how 
language influences thought and perception.
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We were astonished at the glimpses offered by students into their micro-
worlds, so filled with language experiences. Many held in their hearts frag-
ments of languages spoken by their grandparents - long since lost to later 
generations - and expressed a resolve to reconnect with their roots by learn-
ing the languages of their heritage. Others recalled happy times acquiring 
basic conversational skills in chosen languages at school or during travel. 

To an extent, our relationship with our students transcended teacher-
student communication scripts as each learnt about the other. For example, 
when we met out of class, after the semester ended, we stopped to speak to 
one another. We remembered the grandfather who tried to speak to this 
student in his language, we remembered the land of that student’s child-
hood to which she longed to return one more time, we remembered the 
pregnant student and asked her if her mother had begun to teach her baby 
the language of her heritage. In those couple of moments of interaction, our 
conversations held the intensity and depth of feeling which comes from a 
relationship that goes beyond the need for casual questions like: How are 
you going with the degree? Or: What subjects are you taking this semester? 

It is our view that our students found the task engaging. Over 90% of the 
cohort completed the task and signed the consent forms. They were curious 
about the project, asked questions and saw themselves as stakeholders in 
our research. They especially appreciated the personal interest and enthusi-
asm we communicated about their language histories. 

Since one author had conducted previous research in schools using 
language portrait silhouettes, and the other two authors had done a pilot 
study with a university class, we were able to refine data collection methods, 
incorporate ICT tools most suited to our aims (a Google Form to collect 
the written narratives and language portrait silhouettes), and enact instruc-
tional procedures to minimise problems during this project. During tuto-
rials, students first shared and discussed their own language experiences, 
and read published research on visual methodology. Detailed instructions 
on how to upload the silhouette and use the Google Form were provided. 
We still underestimated the organizational time taken by data collection 
and analysis. Nevertheless, the project is complete. The outcomes include 
the publication of an open-access digital resource and guide for language 
portrait silhouettes, personal narratives and classroom implementation for 
language teachers, Languages of Sydney: The people and the passion (Chik, 
Markose and Alperstein, 2018). 



CREATING QUIET REFLEC TIVE SPACES: LANGUAGE TEACHER RESEARCH AS PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT

95

References:
Chik, A., Markose, S. and Alperstein, D. (2018). Languages of Sydney: The 

people and the passion. Hong Kong: Candlin and Mynard. Available 
from: http://multilingualsydney.org/

Kalaja, P. and Melo-Pfeifer, S. (2019). (Eds.). Visualising Multilingual Lives: 
More than words. Bristol, UK: Multilingual Matters.

BACK TO TABLE OF CONTENTS



CREATING QUIET REFLEC TIVE SPACES: LANGUAGE TEACHER RESEARCH AS PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT

96

Appendix: Language Silhouettes
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To infinity and beyond! My TR journey
Becky Steven
University of Western Australia (UWA CELT), Australia
becky.steven@uwa.edu.au

My interests have broadened considerably since commencing my re-
search journey with colleague Jess Cobley in the 2013 English Australia Ac-
tion Research in English Language Intensive Courses for Overseas Students 
(ELICOS) programme and winning the award for best action research proj-
ect, which involved using web 2.0 technology to enable our students to de-
velop their speaking fluency (Cobley and Steven, 2014). I would like to dis-
cuss here how I have followed up on my journal reflections from that time. 

Firstly, in my reflections, I identified that I wanted to explore further 
the use of recordings and other technologies, to enable my students to be-
come more independent learners (Cobley and Steven, 2014). During 2014, 
I started by simply trialling using voice memos on smart phones during 
speaking activities. My students’ feedback included some negative com-
ments about feeling uncomfortable about recording themselves (“Teacher, 
I haven’t recorded myself before”; “My voice is bad (sic)”; “I sound no good 
(sic)”; “My voice strange (sic)”), so I tried sending them outside to a quiet 
corner for their recordings, which helped them relax. I also found that flip-
ping the activity where students make home-based recordings and email 
them to me, instilled a habit of recording themselves autonomously.

I started as a ‘technophobe’, but my journal also revealed an emerging 
passion for teaching with technology (Cobley and Steven, 2017). I have dis-
covered that I am not alone, and that there is a network of colleagues ready 
to guide me in exploring new technologies (Steven, 2017). I recently started 
exploring the use of video recordings with the help of my colleagues. 

Completing the Action Research programme opened up opportunities 
for my colleague and I to present at conferences, as well as write articles for 
publication. We have presented at English Australia (EA) and IATEFL con-
ferences. Our most exciting development has been to write a chapter in a 
volume about the EA Action Research in ELICOS action research projects.
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While presenting and writing I reflected in my journal about my dif-
ficulty with identifying the appropriate register, and worried about what 
people would think of me. How formally or informally should I address 
myself? Action research can be a deeply personal journey: should I stifle 
references to my emotional struggles? I discussed my ‘teacher researcher 
voice’ difficulties with Professor Anne Burns and Dr Emily Edwards, who 
assured me that this is common among teacher researchers. I was brave 
and shared these struggles through posters at the IATEFL Research SIG 
2014 and 2015 events, discovering that other teachers go through the exact 
same process; I am not alone. Although I am still wary of how colleagues 
perceive my writing, thankfully, I found editors provide sound feedback 
(Steven, 2017).

Finally, Burns’ emphasis on being explicit with my students (Burns, 
2010) has been a guiding factor when I am experimenting with oral flu-
ency activities and new technology. As long as they clearly understand the 
purpose of these activities, they see the benefits. Involving my students in 
being joint researchers along with me (Hanks, 2017), I find them to be more 
engaged in participating in the research: we are on a journey to infinity and 
beyond, together. 
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About this volume

Teacher research has been gaining legitimacy as a form of 
language teacher professional development  for its power to 
improve the robustness of teacher reasoning via fostering 
deep and meaningful re�ection. In this volume, we present 26 
stories of teacher research by teachers working in various 
parts of the globe: the Americas, Europe, Africa, Asia, and 
Oceania. Written in multiple distinctive styles, these accounts 
speak of the di�erent, yet, in many ways similar, journeys of 
teachers developing alongside their learners through the 
medium of teacher research.
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