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Unit 1  Methodology and Action Research
	Goals
By the end of this unit you should be able to:

· Establish a link between your personal methodology and action research possibilities.

· Differentiate between key terms, especially method and methodology.
· compare different models of Action Research and have a clear idea of possible steps and stages.




	Core Reading
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· McKay, S.L. 2002. Teaching English as an International Language. Oxford        University Press
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Part 1

· Introduction
· Investigate and Read
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Introduction

Unit 1 and Unit 2 form a pair as they both concern methodology and the classroom. Unit 1 concentrates on an exploration of the term methodology, partly by contrasting it with the term method. This opening unit also suggests that Action Research offers an engagement with methodology that is ongoing, empowering and productive. Unit 2 looks more closely at what we mean by communication and ‘communicative’.  This second unit discusses the nature and value of classroom interaction and the role of action research as an appropriate tool to conduct an investigation into the relationship between communication and methodology.

Unit 1 is one of the longest units in the Methodology module. This is partly because we feel that a view of action research is so crucial to an understanding of methodology that it is worth making the connection explicit by treating them together.  Through an understanding of what is involved in action research, we can begin to define methodology. 

The unit encourages you to think about and account for what you are currently doing in the language classroom. This is the best place to start. We believe this is true for a number of reasons. The most important of which is that it is empowering, in the sense that this view of methodology places great importance on you starting to articulate your current and personal methodology. In other words, start with the view that there is a great deal to be discovered right under your nose. 

Investigate and Read
You will understand from the Foundation Module that a process of investigation and reflection needs to go hand in hand with reading. It is important to reconsider this relationship between the experience we ‘name’ by reflection on practice and the knowledge we might gain from a process of reading. 

Wallace (1991:14) makes a distinction between received knowledge and experiential knowledge. 

Received knowledge  -   This is close to what Schön calls ‘research-based theories and techniques’ (1983:58). This might include the key terms and lexis of TESOL, concepts, research findings and related theories.  Richards (2008:162) makes a further distinction between two different kinds of received knowledge: knowledge about (e.g.phonology) and knowledge how (e.g. classroom procedures).
Experiential knowledge  -  This involves the development of knowledge-in-action. This includes the opportunity to reflect on this action or practice. Wallace includes in this category the ‘observation of practice’ but also suggests that this knowledge is of a different order from knowledge-in-action.

If you accept that there is this distinction, perhaps the beginning of the methodology course is a particularly apt time to stop, think, and consider what you expect from this module. Do you expect this module to supply you with products (theories, methods and techniques) which will help you to see certain errors in your ways? Or, do you expect this module to outline a process in which you can better investigate, understand and articulate your practice? Metaphorically, you might see this choice as module as transmitter or module as catalyst.

	Task 1 

Compare the three models that follow in terms of how you see this Master’s course. If you have access to Wallace (1991), you might read pages 2-17 at this point.


From:  Wallace 1991 pp 5-15
1. The Craft Model
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    ‘master’practioner:                                  Practice                       Professional                                                                                         

     demonstration/                                                                           competence

     instruction
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      3.   A model of ‘reflective’ practice’.
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Richards (2008:169) quotes Barduhn and Johnsons’ comments on these models:

In the craft model all of the expertise resides in the training, and it is the trainee’s job to imitate the trainer. The applied science model has been the traditional and the most present model underlying most teacher education and training programs. The followers of this model believe that 

all teaching problems can be solved by experts in content knowledge and not by the ‘practitioners’ themselves. The third model, the current trend in teacher education and development, envisions as the final outcome of the training period that the novice teacher become an autonomous reflective practitioner capable of constant self-reflection leading to a continuous process of professional self-development.

Whether this module becomes more of a catalyst than a transmitter is going to be determined by the degree to which you consume the ideas, models and theories of other writers, and the degree to which you develop your thinking on your practice. 

The researcher and the teacher

It is important for the TESOL/TEFL profession that we avoid what Wallace sees as ‘the almost complete separation between research on the one hand and practice on the other’. There has been a gap between theory and practice which has caused a negative response to ‘theory’ from teachers.  One reason might be that the knowledge-base of language teaching, as Freeman (2002:1) comments, “is largely drawn from other disciplines, and not from the work of teaching itself.”

	Gap between theory and practice
Those of us who work in teacher education know that one of the most difficult things to balance in a course is the tension between theoretical and practical aspects of the profession. ... theory and practice are not perceived as integral parts of a teacher’s practical professional life. ... This situation is the result of communication gaps caused by an increasingly opaque research technocracy, restrictive practices in educational institutions and bureaucracies (e.g. not validating research time, or not granting sabbaticals to teachers for professional renovation), and overburdening teachers who cannot conceive of ways of theorizing and researching that come out of daily work and facilitate that daily work.

van Lier (1988)


In a scenario where applied linguists provide the theory and teachers apply the theories in their practice (the applied-science model), we run the danger of creating what Schön (1983: 36) sees as a division of labour which reflects ‘a hierarchy of kinds of knowledge’ which is also a ‘ladder of status’. In terms of the relative standing in the relation between theory and practice, Somekh states that 


On the whole, in Britain, the more abstract and theoretical your work, 
the higher your status in the academic hierarchy; and the more useful 
and applicable to practice, the lower your status in the academic   
hierarchy. (1993: 33).

This perceived distinction is exacerbated by the apparent gulf between the lexicon of terms and concepts belonging in the sphere of applied linguistics and the terms and concepts widely used by teachers to refer to the world of language classrooms. There is often a perceptible gap between an `academic' view of what happens in the classroom and a teacher’s own. This process of academic distortion is described by Elliot (1991) :

We take an idea which underpins teachers' practices, distort it through translation into `academic jargon', and thereby `hijack' it from its practical context and the web of interlocking ideas which operate within that context (1991: 14)

There are two problems here. The first is one of a difference in language. The second is a question of ownership. 

In terms of talking about language itself, Bloor and Bloor (1995:14) address this dilemma and argue that it is necessary to use labels in order to achieve a precise understanding of what language is and how it works. What about language to describe what we do when we teach? Most teachers have probably used terms like drill and elicit.  However, trainee teachers may not yet know these terms. Similarly teachers may not use the label teacher-elicit exchange. For the classroom researcher, terms like this can help describe classroom interaction. We could use  a bit of classroom talk where the teacher tries to get some information from the student instead of teacher-elicit exchange. However, you would soon use up your word quota in a 4,000 word assignment or article. Terms and concepts do help us to talk with precision.

The question of ownership is more problematic. Elliot's words imply that the only way forward is for teachers themselves to find terms for articulating 'an idea' from within the 'practical context'. The teacher is a participant in this practical context and so in the best position to comment on the 'web of interlocking ideas'. Clearly we need a shared language in talking about language teaching, but these terms and concepts need to be developed by and with teachers, if they are to have any relevance. 

Increasingly, there is a recognition that we need to look more carefully at this web of interlocking ideas and that this participant- based inquiry has more potential than the development of abstract and contextless models and methods:

Slowly the profession as a whole is realising that, no matter how much intellectual energy is put into the invention of new methods (or of new approaches to syllabus design, and so on), what really matters is what happens when teachers and learners get together in the classroom. This shift in emphasis from concentrating on planning decisions to concentrating on looking at what  actually  happens in the classroom, has led researchers to have much greater respect for classroom teaching. The more we look, the more we find, and the more we realise how complex the teacher's job is. 
(Allwright and Bailey 1991)

It is worth saying that teachers themselves may not realise or be able to describe this complexity until they have begun a process of reflection and reading. One reason is that a great number of actions are unconscious and routinised. Indeed it would not be possible to do all the things that a teacher does in the classroom if all the actions were conscious. 

Researching routines

Routinised teacher behaviour is clearly revealed and detailed by Altrichter et al (1993). Clearly, routinisation is a necessary aspect of handling the complexity of teaching. If a great number of actions and decisions undertaken in the classroom are unconscious, it means that a full understanding of the teaching process may involve both of the following:

1.      rediscovering what was once conscious but has now become routine; 

2.   seeing (for the first time) aspects of your teaching which you have never considered consciously. 

You might reflect further on this distinction in terms of your classroom practice. Certainly, in terms of the division proposed by Wallace, as well as received knowledge and experiential knowledge we need to reveal the 'invisible knowledge' that Barnes outlines, in order to form appropriate research questions:

...to frame the questions and answer them, we must grope towards our invisible knowledge and bring it into sight. Only in this way can we see the classroom with an outsider's eye but an insider's knowledge, by seeing it as if it were the behaviour of people from an alien culture.   (1975: 13)

This is where your research and observations are of value and why it is suggested that you keep a diary while you do this module. This will help in what Allwright and Bailey (1991) call the description of what has become instinctive. This  unconscious competence and its description and analysis is the major challenge for our profession:

Being a good classroom teacher means being alive to what goes on in the classroom, alive to the problems of sorting out what matters, moment by moment, from what does not. And that is what classroom research is all about: gaining a better understanding of what good teachers (and learners)  do instinctively as a matter of course, so that ultimately all can benefit. 
(1991:xvi) 

