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Critical Thinking in a University EFL Classroom:  

An Intercultural Syllabus 

 

Peih-Ying Lu 

Abstract 

Critical Thinking is generally considered a core competence for university students, of 

whatever discipline, and so it is often included in General Education courses, 

including classes in English, normally required in the first two years of undergraduate 

studies to develop students’ personalities. Literature relating Critical Thinking to 

linguistic and cultural competences is expanding, but a pedagogy of how to develop 

students’ Critical Thinking exists mostly in a Western context. This article 

investigates how, in a Taiwanese medical university, a General English (English as 

Foreign Language) integrated with an intercultural syllabus, with socio-cultural 

topics, was designed to help Freshman medical students to develop their Critical 

Thinking skills and help prepare them for a diverse society. The article is based on 

findings, both quantitative and qualitative, from a study of 50 freshman students 

during 2009 and 2010. The results demonstrate and discuss the students’ development 

of linguistic skills, particularly reading and writing, and their Critical Thinking when 

encouraged to engage with intercultural issues. 

 

Keywords: Critical Thinking, General English education, intercultural syllabus, 

general education  

 

Introduction 

In Taiwanese institutions of higher education, General English (English as Foreign 

Language, EFL) is frequently a required core course in the General Education 

curriculum. The ability to think critically is considered a core competence for 

university students and the subject is required to be integrated into different 

disciplines. This paper provides a sense of why the English language classroom is 

well suited as a milieu for developing Critical Thinking and therefore helping students 
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achieve the goals of General Education. It reports a study of how a Freshmen English 

Reading and Writing theme-based language syllabus can be designed to help students 

also develop their Critical Thinking. The paper is based on findings, both qualitative 

and quantitative, from a study of 50 freshmen students at a medical university in 

Southern Taiwan during 2009 and 2010. The study considered effective resources and 

the selection of suitable texts for analysis, reflection, and Critical Thinking. The study 

also investigated how well Taiwanese students were able to demonstrate Critical 

Thinking when exposed to enhanced socio-cultural issues and intercultural content. 

 

Rationale 

Why Critical Thinking? 

Critical Thinking as it is practised in today's higher education institutions in the West 

has its origins in ancient Greek philosophical practices, such as Socratic dialogue. 

Today, in higher education in particular, Critical Thinking is deemed a core 

competence that university students should develop (e.g. Bok, 2006; see further in the 

following section).  Barnett (1997) goes so far as to state that ‘critical being’, which 

can be understood as a learner disposition to Critical Thinking, is an approach to life 

to which a university-educated person should aspire. In the East, although Confucian 

society is considered collectivist and less supportive of individual thinking than 

Western society, it is noteworthy that Confucius also recognizes that ‘learning without 

reflection is labour lost’ (Analects: Wei-Zheng). Taiwan, as elsewhere in the Far East, 

is generally perceived to be a Confucian society and it is thus characterised as having 

a collectivist, unreflective culture (e.g., Hofstede, 2001), in which students 

traditionally are not expected to use Critical Thinking or where critical reflection by 

students is not valued. Nevertheless, the Taiwanese education authority does urge the 

country’s educationalists to foster Critical Thinking. For example, the 8
th

 Taiwanese 

Ministry of Education National Conference on Education (Taiwan Ministry of 

Education [MOE], 2010) made it clear that in order to enhance the core competences 

of students, Critical Thinking is indispensable and needs to be integrated into the 

teaching of different disciplines. In this regard, universities normally cite Critical 

Thinking as the core competence that students have to acquire.   
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What is Critical Thinking? 

However, what is Critical Thinking? How can it be taught? These are probably the 

questions most frequently asked by teachers when asked to develop students’ Critical 

Thinking through their courses. Barnett (1997, p.2) laments that, “Critical Thinking is 

a defining concept of the Western university. Almost everyone is in favour of Critical 

Thinking, but we have no proper account of it.” Indeed, definitions of Critical 

Thinking are numerous but lack a clear consensus about its nature. Both Socratic 

questioning and Confucian learning and thinking are “active” processes, for which the 

modern educator Dewey (1910, p. 1-13) used the term “reflective thinking”. The 

process of reflection involves meaning-making, systematic thinking, interaction with 

others and valuing personal and intellectual growth of oneself and the others (Dewey, 

1910).  Halpern (1999, p. 6) includes more concrete actions in this process and 

defines it as the “kind of thinking involved in solving problems, formulating 

inferences, calculating likelihoods, and making decisions.” This definition, according 

to Rogers (2002) has encompassed a variety of viewpoints of teaching Critical 

Thinking such as through argument analysis (Kahane, 1997) or problem solving 

(Mayer, 1992). The outcomes of the acquisition of Critical Thinking are seen as 

having the ability to solve a problem or make a decision (Ennis, 1989). Likewise, 

educators such as Barnett (1997) describe his notion of the “critical being” as one who 

engages in thinking, self-reflection and action. Bok (2006, p. 68) also endorses 

Critical Thinking as the skill that enables students “…to recognize and define 

problems clearly, to identify the arguments and interests on all sides of an issue, to 

gather relevant facts and to appreciate their relevance.” To summarize various views 

on developing Critical Thinking, it is generally considered a process by which 

students reflect on their own values and beliefs, perceive possible solutions, interact 

with others, and make well-informed and ethical judgments when choosing among 

options. 

 

Critical Thinking and General Education 

The above-mentioned notions call attention to developing students’ Critical Thinking 

through university General Education programs, which provide a wide range of 

courses in the arts and sciences and have traditionally been regarded as a site for 

imparting the foundation of knowledge and for developing core competencies. 

Recently, their goals have been reconsidered and more emphasis is being placed on 
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developing self-reflection, Critical Thinking, cross-cultural competence, and moral 

reasoning. To take a high-profile example, in 2007, Harvard’s Report of the Task 

Force on General Education (RTFGE), with regard to reforming Harvard’s General 

Education, clearly made Critical Thinking a goal:  

A liberal education aims to accomplish these things [for example, to unsettle 

presumption, to defamiliarize the familiar…] by questioning assumptions, by 

inducing self-reflection, by teaching students to think critically and analytically, 

by exposing them to the sense of alienation produced by encounters with radically 

different historical moments and cultural formations and with phenomena that 

exceed their, and even our own, capacity fully to understand (p.2). 

These goals underpin several core competences, which have been extensively 

discussed and redefined during the past decade in Taiwan and elsewhere in the world. 

For instance, a set of guidelines for lifelong learning set by the European 

Council
1
specified that Critical Thinking is one of the themes that “all individuals need 

for personal fulfilment and development, active citizenship, social inclusion and 

employment” (p.1).These competence frameworks and discussions have impacted on 

Taiwanese universities as they set out the required core competences for their 

students. However, the very fact that Critical Thinking is a generic or ‘transferable’ 

skill raises issues about where and how it should be embedded into university 

curricula. 

 

Critical Thinking and Language Education  

In this regard, Critical Thinking is of particular importance when language education 

is an integral part of general educational aims. A foreign language is believed to 

empower students to expand their worldview and live in a more diverse society. For 

example, the National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) Committee on Critical 

Thinking and the Language Arts defines Critical Thinking as ‘a process which 

stresses an attitude of suspended judgment, incorporates logical inquiry and problem 

solving, and leads to an evaluative decision or action’ (as cited in Tama, 2011). This 

statement resonates with the previous discussion on Critical Thinking as a process of 

reflection on students’ own values and beliefs, enabling them to perceive possible 

solutions, and make good decisions. However, the same question is raised -- how can 

Critical Thinking be taught in the language classroom? Numerous methods were 
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proposed to teach or develop Critical Thinking by providing students with intellectual 

skills, methods and modes of reflection relevant to the students’ major discipline 

(McPeck, 1981), by engaging them in Internet-mediated discussions (Chiu, 2009) or 

by focusing on discrete practical skills such as separating facts from inferences (Long, 

2003). However, an under-investigated possibility is coordinating the challenges of 

learning a foreign language and learning Critical Thinking within the framework of a 

General Education program.  

 

Critical Thinking, Intercultural Language Education, and General Education  

One possibility is to utilize an intercultural approach, in which a ‘Self’ encounters an 

‘Other’, and an understanding of ‘the difference’ between them emerges. Byram 

(1997a, 1997b), Risager (2007), and Guilherme (2002) have taken intercultural 

communicative competence (ICC) as a point of departure for increasing critical 

cultural awareness, which, they argue, can be considered a legitimate goal for foreign 

language education. The learning target of ICC has expanded from linguistic learning 

to including intercultural learning that encompasses Critical Thinking. As Byram 

claimed, “Only through critical cultural awareness can FLT claim to contribute to 

learner’s general education and development” (1997a, p. 63).   

Over the past two decades, such ideas have increasingly influenced mainstream 

language education in Western societies, as seen, for example, in the Council of 

Europe report on language learning (Byram, Zarate ＆ Neuner, 1997c, p. 14 -15) and 

the National Standards for Foreign Language Learning (ACTFL, 1996). These 

national and supranational guidelines seek to enhance the capacity of language 

learners to be open to other cultures and to reflect critically about cultural difference, 

in order to act as intermediaries in cross-cultural interactions. In Australia, too, the 

National Statement for Languages Education in Australian Schools(2005)points out 

that language skills, as well as cultural sensitivity, will be the currency of a new world 

order.  This statement more specifically points out that through inter-cultural language 

learning, students should be able to “…further develop their cognitive skills through 

thinking critically and analytically solving problems, and making connections in their 

learning.” (ibid, p.3)  

It is noticeable that intercultural competence that has been developed through 

language learning is valued and encouraged, as it initiates critical reflection upon 
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difference. The trends evident in Western curricular documents on language education 

do not really have any parallel in Taiwan, although studies which probe the 

interaction between Critical Thinking and foreign language education for Asian 

students in particular are expanding (Barnawi, 2011; Chiu, 2009; Liaw, 2007; 

Stapleton, 2001).  However, as noted above, there is often an assumption that, 

Confucius’ precepts notwithstanding, Critical Thinking as constructed by Western 

curricular documents is not part of the learning repertoire of students from collectivist 

societies. Countries with Confucian heritage culture such as China, Japan, and Taiwan 

are believed to share similar cultural traits, for example, avoiding conflicts and being 

obedient and respecting hierarchy (Ho and Crookall, 1995; Littlewood, 1995). Asian 

students, for example, are less disposed to express opinions critically and to openly 

reflect on their values and beliefs. In the literature, two stereotypes are often given of 

Far Eastern students. First, they are viewed as mostly rote learners who value 

knowledge gained through memorization (e.g., Cortazzi & Jin, 1997; Sowden, 2005).  

Second, they are viewed as generally deficient in the ability to think critically, and 

they appreciate collective values rather than individual initiative (e.g., Atkinson, 1997; 

Dorji 2001 as cited in Sowden, 2005; Kubota, 1999). Echoing these perspectives, a 

recent report on a Taiwan National Science Council project that investigated 

university students’ unwillingness to make inquiries in class pointed out that 88% of 

students surveyed would rather keep safely silent than express their individual 

thoughts in class and that they believed that they would be able to pass courses by 

merely memorizing factual knowledge from textbooks or class notes
2
. 

In EFL education, Taiwan has followed other countries in the world in 

recognizing the key role of English in the processes of globalization, and in particular, 

the internationalization of higher education. Nevertheless, there have not yet been any 

national or institutional guidelines for language education, and only lip service is still 

paid to developing Critical Thinking, which is scarcely ever explicitly emphasized in 

language education. The media, closely followed by the government, still focuses 

narrowly on  English proficiency levels among Taiwanese college students, raising 

concerns that intensify every time new data is released that compares national 

averages from neighbouring countries on international standardized tests; a typical 

example is the news headline “Taiwan TOIEC scores lag behind Korea”
3
. Attention 

therefore generally focuses on establishing thresholds for English proficiency that 

benchmark different kinds of college assessment exercises. Ironically, concerns over 
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decreasing English language competence and lack of motivation to reach out to the 

other countries still permeate society. Despite the fact that how standardized testing 

can evaluate Critical Thinking as a distinct criterion, these  concerns about 

benchmarked proficiency scores  never directly address the concepts of intercultural 

communicative competence or Critical Thinking which have recently been raised in 

pedagogical debates about global citizenship (e.g., Guilherme, 2002).  Paul (1983) 

postulated that Critical Thinking can be developed and demonstrated in a ‘weak’ 

sense and a ‘strong’ sense. The former considers that Critical Thinking can be “taught 

as a battery of atomic technical skills independent of egocentric beliefs and 

commitments” (p.3) whereas the latter encourages students to be able to reflect, 

analyse, interact and engage with Others and understand the difference and 

contradictions. The ‘strong’ sense expects students to be more committed to Critical 

Thinking in real-life situations, that is, they would approach Barnett’s ideal of ‘critical 

being’ already mentioned. 

In this regard, the remainder of this article tests a language classroom in the 

Taiwanese context, to investigate whether students can be critical thinkers, by 

considering the outcomes of and responses to the integration of language learning and 

Critical Thinking in a General Education course in Taiwan. The question is whether 

an English language classroom can be turned into a potential site to boost intercultural 

learning, and therefore open up an in-between space for the students to explore Self 

and Other, inducing reflection, thinking, problem-solving and decision-making. The 

following section describes how a theme-based socio-cultural reading and writing 

syllabus was designed to facilitate students’ intercultural experience and develop their 

Critical Thinking while also increasing their linguistic competence in English. 

Substantial attention was given to: (1) selecting and organizing appropriate materials, 

(2) methods to encourage active participation in class, (3) assignments that encourage 

discussion outside class, and (4) techniques that enable students to extend the task of 

learning by locating the learning issue or problem, evaluating different perspectives, 

discussing with peers and making judgements.  

A Theme-Based Socio-cultural Syllabus 

This section presents ways a socio-cultural theme-based syllabus was designed to help 

students define the learning topic, gather relevant facts, reflect on the problems, and 

then make judgments. It will then examine appropriate resources and the selection of 

suitable texts for analysis, discussion, and reflection.  
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Themes and Text selection 

The two-semester program was for a group of freshmen medical students, addressing 

issues of gender, class, popular culture, family, and education. It included 8 major 

themes based on a selection of socio-cultural issues relevant to the students’ life as 

shown in Table 1. 

Table 1. Eight major themes based on some socio-cultural issues close to 

students’ life in the two-semester program 

The First Semester The Second Semester 

Education 

 

Health and Self-Image 

Human Conflicts 

Society and Individuals 

Women’s status – East and West, Past 

and Present 

Tradition and Values 

Medicine, Ethics, and Life 

Popular Culture 

 

Each topic included different genres of literary and non-literary reading 

materials, such as a short story, a poem, an essay, and a column article or book 

chapter. For example, the topics ‘Medicine, Ethics, and Life’ were related to two of 

Hemingway’s short stories: Indian Camp and Hills like White Elephant (Reynolds & 

Stone, 2001), and one chapter from the non-fictional book How Doctors Think 

(Groopman, 2008). A further book, Tuesdays with Morrie (Albom, 1997) was set in 

its entirety for more extensive reading. Pre-reading Tuesdays with Morrie was 

required during the winter break. In such a syllabus, contemporary essays are 

normally used to initiate discussion or clarify themes. For example, the topic of 

Education was introduced in Making the Grade (McCraney, 2007) written by a 

professor who is lamenting students’ changing attitudes towards learning. Also, a 

book chapter, ‘Why Do Grades Go Up?’ from Excellence without a Soul (Lewis, 

2006), was assigned for students to identify different problems emerging from the 

perspectives of expectations, grades, and college education. 

At least some literature was generally used in each topic because the multiple 

conflicts in literary works provide an opportunity to investigate values and beliefs. 

For example, the theme ‘Society and Individuals’ was included in three different 

genres: two short stories, two non-fiction essays, and one poem. They were 

respectively, Huang Chun-ming’s His Son’s Big Doll (Huang, 2001), William 



12 

 

Faulkner’s A Rose for Emily, Randall Williams’ Daddy Tucked the Blanket, Dick 

Gregory’s Shame, and Edwin Arlington Robinson’s Richard Cory (McCraney, 2007). 

The English translation of the Taiwanese literary work His Son’s Big Doll was 

assigned to enhance the topic of people living on the lowest level in the students’ own 

society. Together, these readings were selected to expand students’ perspectives of 

human conditions and thereby invite them to reflect upon their own, comparatively 

privileged lives. Their compassion and pity were, indeed, often evoked. As one 

student said, verbatim, after re-evaluating his personal beliefs in his/her course 

feedback, “We are normally from relatively affluent families and we read these and 

we reflect and we understand that we cannot judge people from the appearance.” 

Appropriate literature selections are generally believed to help develop 

empathetic identification with people of different social and cultural backgrounds, and 

enhance practical skills of observation, analysis, reflection and Critical Thinking. 

Downie (1991, p.96) claims that we learn from literature by imaginative identification 

with situations or characters depicted, and by having our imaginations stretched 

through being made to enter into unfamiliar situations or to see points of view other 

than our own.  

Downie further indicates that this surrogate experience encourages the 

development of empathy and, therefore, humane practice. Many students 

acknowledged that they have had little or no experience with classmates or friends 

living in extreme poverty. Such literary reading in the language classroom can 

stimulate a new thought process for medical students, which can be called upon in the 

years to come. The dramatic impact of literature on the development of higher-level 

Critical Thinking skills in learning a foreign language is demonstrated below, in the 

discussion of the students’ written assignments. 

The above are just a few examples that illustrate how different genres of reading 

materials can be used to enhance the students’ holistic outlook through English 

reading and writing. As Evans (2002, p.510) indicates, materials such as these help 

them, explore  

…the world as it appears from the point of view of frail, flesh-bound, human 

experience – experience of the world and of ourselves within it, experience in 

all its varieties and within all the diverse models of reality underlying different 

cultural, linguistic, spiritual and theological traditions. 
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This experience helps them actively engage in analysis of different themes and be 

able to reflect critically. 

Reading 

Task-based language instruction is in many ways similar to problem-based learning in 

medical education (Lu & Corbett, 2012, p. 33-37). Ellis (2006) proposed some 

methodological options that characterise TBL, with (1) guided planning focusing on 

language,  (2) guided planning on content,  and (3) without planning. A fundamental 

framework with pre/during/post-task phases was put forward. Lazar (1993, p. 127) 

also suggested three-stage activities designed for teaching reading of literature  

1. Pre-reading activities to familiarize students with context;  

2. During-reading activities to deal with issues of language; and,    

3. Post-reading activities to explore responses, debate themes, etc.  

The classroom activities described here are based on the above-mentioned three-

stage approach.  In addition, Nunan (2004, p. 62-3) draws on Lai’s (1997) inventory 

of reading skills. Some of the most salient skills related to literary texts are “having a 

clear purpose for reading, previewing the text, skimming and scanning, predicting the 

outcome, inferring ideas and meanings, identifying figurative expressions, using 

background knowledge, identifying style and its purpose, reading critically, 

integrating information and reviewing the text.”These frameworks provide structures 

for incorporating a variety of methods and activities for reading, lectures, pre-reading 

assignments, in class-discussing activities, post-reading activities such as joining a 

course discussion forum with other students, interviews, etc. The selection and design 

of the activities must relate to the kind of responses the input would normally evoke, 

e.g. explanation, evaluation, self-reflection, and then Critical Thinking.  

 

Writing 

After-class writing assignments each semester include two personal essays and two 

group projects, students were also directed to join an online discussion forum for each 

reading selection plus a discussion about intercultural issues with a group of European 

students. Student writing competence was expected to increase through the process of 

collecting data and continuous writing. This group project related specifically to the 

qualitative data in a later section. The group project reports included five parts: 

(1)Analysing the material, (2) Identifying and discussing the topic, (3) Taiwanese 
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social opinions, (4) Comparing, and (5) Self-reflection. Students began by collecting 

and analysing data about an issue and discuss these data. Next, the students were 

expected to do fieldwork such as interviewing people in order to write their report 

about Taiwanese social opinions. Comparison activities aimed to enable students to 

compare the theme that emerged from the reading materials and additional opinions 

gathered from the discussion forum with participants from other countries. The 

outcome was demonstrated during a self-reflection activity that required students to 

review their own thoughts and generate their own opinions.   

Each group had five students and each individual student was required to submit 

a written statement of his or her own contribution along with the project report. The 

results, discussed in a later section, showed that the students demonstrated abilities to 

observe Taiwanese society, organize different opinions, compare different cultures, 

and afterwards engage in reflection to generate their own critical opinions.  

Methodology 

The decision to collect different types of data is based on the hypothesis that one set 

of data should have the potential to support and inform the other. The data were not 

originally collected for the purpose of research, but for the goal of improving the 

course. Three sets of data were used in this research: quantitative data of 

questionnaires and qualitative data from the course feedback and written 

assignments
4
. Each set of data serves to triangulate the findings and helps reveal a 

comprehensive picture of students’ development in this research course. However, 

only the data related to Critical Thinking and linguistic competence are discussed 

here.  

Samples 

The participants are a group (50) of first year medical students (age range 18 to 21) 

whose English proficiency is upper intermediate (equivalent to CEFR B2)
5
. The 

participants were from different regions of Taiwan
6
.   Two of them are overseas 

students from Malaysia and the United States respectively. 

 

Qualitative Data 

Writing Assignment Data 

According to Corbett (2003, p.198), reflective essays usually “…constitute valuable 

evidence of the learning process.” Short essays were assigned that allowed students to 
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evaluate different cultures and reflect critically upon them. The written assignments 

were collected during two consecutive semesters that lasted for four months each. 

Two individual essays and six group assignments were assigned during the research 

period in the second semester. The written essays demonstrated the Critical Thinking 

they had developed from assignments that incorporate an interdisciplinary approach. 

The two group reports selected for examination were written assignments emerging 

from group discussions on an assigned topic. These concerned (1) Women’s status 

and (2) Popular culture. We will first look closely at an example of the first writing 

assignment that students were given a greater degree of guided instruction and then 

provide a more general discussion about the second, in which students were 

encouraged to engage more freely with the topic. Five stages of discussion were 

recommended for the first assignment, which are (1) Text analysis, (2) topic 

discussion, (3) comparison, (4) self-reflection, and (5) developing critical opinions. 

 

Assignment One - Women’s status – East and West, Past and Present 

The five stages of this assignment are presented to illustrate the effectiveness of 

appropriately selected readings and questions can result in enhancing students’ 

Critical Thinking. The following analysis is based on a reading of the students' 

responses in these five stages to the topic. A selection of typical quotations is given to 

illustrate the analysis. 

 

Stage 1. Text Analysis   

The students clearly stated that the readings “…really wake us up, and point out the 

importance to establish equal rights for women.” By reading and analyzing Kate 

Chopin’s The Story of an Hour and Amy Tan’s Lost Lives of Women (Seyler, 2001), 

both of which present the status of women in different culture around one century 

ago, the students were able to break out of the boundaries of their limited experiences 

and actively investigated the differences and similarities through interpretation and 

analysis. 

 

Stage 2. Topic Discussion  

This discussion stage was designed to include the influence of religion on women’s 

status and to reflect upon ways women’s ‘humble status’ is influenced by sexual 

discrimination that has long existed in religions. An example of student responses 
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included the following, “Surprisingly, no matter [whether] it is monotheistic, 

polytheistic, apostolic, or animist, nearly every kind of religions is a little hostile to 

women.”  During the discussion, the students managed to define problems clearly and 

recognize that the stereotypes about women have profoundly influenced people since 

ancient times. 

 

Stage 3. Comparison  

In this stage the students compared the status of women in the East and West. The 

stage here was not intended to encourage stereotyping or dichotomy; instead, it was 

designed to provide an opportunity for students to step into the ‘third place’ to look 

into Self and Others in the past and present. Their comparisons became the foundation 

for critical opinions:  

We believe that women and men should be treated as equals. They should help 

each other out, understand each other and thus the relationship should benefit 

both the guy and the girl. We don’t believe that a rich guy using a girl as a slave 

and the girl using the guy as a money tree is a healthy relationship. 

Stage 4. Self-reflection 

After investigating women’s status from various perspectives, they were able to 

challenge their own stereotypes and reflect upon their own thoughts: 

After reading these stories and progressing several times of group discussion, 

we learned how women’s status has changed. Women in the past are humble 

and regarded as men’s possession while nowadays they have their own power to 

make decisions and are less inferior to men. The concept of gender equality is 

highly emphasized now; however, there’re still some issues regarding gender 

stereotype and female objectifying, which needs to be improved. 

Stage 5. Developing Critical Opinions  

The students re-evaluated existing social values and came up with opinions, 

conclusions, and possible solutions such as:  

To improve these aforementioned problems, we think the society should discard 

its old wrong concepts about women and judge women in right viewpoints such 

as by their achievements. But we think the most important thing is that women 

should revolutionize their own thoughts about themselves. Only when the 
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females change their attitude toward themselves and realize their own true value 

will the society stop looking down on women. 

When Critical Thinking is internalized it can be applied to many other aspects of life 

(Paul, 1983; Barnett, 1997). With their beliefs being deconstructed and reconstructed 

repeatedly, students might become better able to remain open-minded on different 

issues. This change in attitude is also supported by the questionnaire discussed in a 

later section. 

Assignment Two – Popular Culture 

The project on popular culture, the final project of the second semester, involved 

students becoming engaged in the task, with very little direct instructor intervention. 

A variety of popular culture issues and problems were identified by the students. After 

critically re-evaluating their own beliefs and values about other cultures, students 

showed their ability to relate new insights and knowledge based on living 

experiences, to reflect upon cultural differences, and to draw their own conclusions. 

For example, in one project entitled ‘Listen to Taiwan’s Heartbeat’, the students first 

gave a detailed interpretation of ‘popular culture’. Next, they linked their knowledge 

of this concept to music by bringing up works of some of the most popular singers in 

Taiwan, such as Jay Chou, A-mei and Mayday. The discussion was then expanded to 

the history of popular music in Taiwan and comparisons among the music of different 

countries, including Japan and the US. These comparisons led the students to reflect 

upon their own culture, and they found that Taiwan’s popular music nowadays is a 

‘hybrid’ of foreign and local music. Yet, as they also indicated, “…many unique 

cultures within Taiwan are facing the problem of being erased.” With such awareness, 

they concluded that “…it is not wrong to be a trend follower, but it is vital to sustain 

our unique cultures.” This demonstrated their ability to critically re-assess their own 

values and provide a judgment.  

Open-ended Feedback 

Open-ended feedback about the course was conducted at the end of the course and 

provided opportunities to the same group of students to tell the instructor their 

opinions about the course.  Students were given roughly 15 to 20 minutes to write 

down their reflection about the course anonymously.  Of the 47 feedback forms 

returned, 44 were valid, and three were comments that were not related to the course.  
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The informed consent forms were also obtained. The data were typed and grounded 

theory was used to analyse the data. Five perspectives emerged as follows: 

(1) Students generally believed that because of this course they have broadened 

their horizons through reading diverse articles and in-depth discussion,  

(2) Students learned how to view one thing from different perspectives and look at 

cultural differences,  

(3) Students reported greatly improved writing ability: not only how to read and 

write in English but also think and express in English,  

(4) Students learned to analyze reading materials and have more in-depth 

understanding, and  

(5) Students acquired independence through their Critical Thinking, and are more 

able to reflect upon life and form their own opinions.  

Further analysis of the qualitative findings supports the hypothesis that an 

increase in the ability to think critically can be achieved through a process of 

comparison, in-depth understanding, and discussion. With practice, students can 

clearly express their ideas as one of the students stated in the feedback, “… the course 

really pushes us into many kinds of fields and makes us reflect on numerous values.” 

The findings also correspond to the results from the questionnaire. Among the 43 

valid responses, 20 explicitly and implicitly indicated that the course increased their 

Critical Thinking or provided abundant opportunities for them to “reflect” and 

“think”. They generally agreed that they had acquired some independent thinking, and 

Critical Thinking skills: 

In this year, we have talked about many issues, and done lots of thinking. I think 

the most important thing we have learned from the class is how to think 

independently. As a college student, we can’t care only about ourselves. Instead, 

we should extend our care to other things and have Critical Thinking see other 

things. 

 

Such learning experiences encouraged them to want to know ‘the Other’, to think 

about and understand differences, and to reflect upon them. Students also expressed 

an explicit desire to use Critical Thinking as a way for self-examination and 

understanding of the people and the society in which they live.  

 



19 

 

Quantitative Data 

A survey was conducted by an on-line questionnaire a week after the mid-term exam 

in both semesters, allowing two weeks for students to do it voluntarily. The 

questionnaire was developed by the researcher and its validity and reliability was 

examined by an external expert in English language teaching. It included 30 questions 

about their self-evaluation of progress, favourite topics, improvement in Critical 

Thinking, etc. Thirty students in the first semester and 31 students in the second 

semester responded anonymously. The questionnaire results were collected and 

calculated by using an Excel spread sheet.  

 

Table 2.  Four aspects related to improvement in their Critical Thinking (n=30) 

Strongly Agree ----- Strongly Agree  1 - 5 1 2 3 4 5 

I am able to understand and critically analyse 

the themes emerging from the readings 

20% 

n=6 

60% 

n=18 

17% 

n=5 

0% 

n=0 

3% 

n=1 

I have been able gradually to develop 

different layers of thinking about life, beyond 

that to which they have been accustomed 

over the course.  

23% 

n=7 

54% 

n=16 

17% 

n=5 

3% 

n=1 

3% 

n=1 

I think reading different genres of materials 

helped enhance their logical and analytical 

thinking.  

20% 

n=6 

 

60% 

n=18 

 

14% 

n=4 

 

3% 

n=1 

 

3% 

n=1 

 

Overall, different genres of reading materials 

have improved their understanding of 

different human conditions and expand their 

life experiences. 

30% 

n=9 

 

54% 

n=16 

 

10% 

n=3 

 

3% 

n=1 

 

3% 

n=1 

 

 

The data (Table 2) show that student responses are positive regarding the four 

questions related to improvement in their Critical Thinking:  (1) 80percent of the 

respondents think that they were able to understand and critically analyse the themes 

emerging from the readings, (2) 77percent indicate that they had been able gradually 

to develop different layers of thinking about life, beyond that to which they have been 

accustomed over the course, (3) 84percent thought reading different genres of 

materials helped enhance their logical and analytical thinking, and (4) 81percent 

agreed that different genre of reading materials had improved their understanding of 

different human conditions and expand their life experiences. 
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The results indicate general student agreement that this course helped them 

increase their in-depth reading skills, giving them better understanding of different 

human conditions, expanding their life experiences, and helping them develop logical 

and analytical skills, and these may contribute to the development of their Critical 

Thinking. It also shows that appropriately identified reading materials are important 

for providing a basis for them to develop this competence. These data further 

supported the findings of qualitative data.  

Discussion  

Instructional Strategies - the effectiveness of the syllabus/materials/course 

The theme-based syllabus 

The experience of running this course confirmed the hypothesis that a syllabus that 

included instructional components such as theme-based course content, different 

genres of reading, activities for promoting in-class and out-of-class discussion along 

with processes that require students to link their learning to their personal experiences 

through the writing assignments, helped English language learners utilize Critical 

Thinking and extend their language usage.  Their written opinions also revealed that 

the students were able to benefit from the reading materials and develop critical 

reading and writing abilities. The data reflect student willingness to take action to 

engage with Otherness and act as an active thinker rather than an observer.  

Overall, a syllabus that integrates cultural dimensions with different materials 

having similar topics, offers diversified ways to look at socio-cultural aspects of one’s 

own local context and other cultures. The theme-based syllabus allows them to focus 

on a socio-cultural issue and have extensive learning on the topic. There has recently 

been a call in English as Second Language (ESL) that in order to critically involve 

learners in the community, teaching needs to encompass a broad array of texts from 

not only literature but everyday life (e.g., Luke & Dooley, 2011). In a similar vein, 

content and language integrated learning (CLIL), a more recent pedagogical 

innovation, has emerged as a way to use and learn the foreign language and to 

develop intercultural communication skills. Attention is given to both the topic and 

the language of instruction and so CLIL can be seen another means to foster CT 

through English (European Council, 2013). With an intercultural EFL classroom, the 

topics such as gender, popular culture, society or ethics with appropriate content, and 

materials discussed in the following section exposed them to intercultural encounters 
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that forced them into an “in-between” place where difference emerged and reflection 

is initiated. Giroux and Simon (1989, p. 131) believe that language education must be 

“viewed as a form of learning that not only instructs students into ways of ‘naming’ 

the world but also introduces them to particular social relations”. The examples of 

students’ writing products have shown that they were introduced to particular social 

relations and have critically engaged with the society. Otherness can be a force that 

enables students to accept differences and generate their own perspectives about the 

differences. Their reflection process demonstrated corresponded to Dewey’s reflective 

process, where making meaning, systematic thinking can initiate thinking through 

interaction with Otherness occur. The process of identifying learning issues, looking 

for information, sharing information, responding the question emerged, and express 

their own personal perspective are transferrable to their training in Problem-based 

learning in later pre-clinical years. 

Materials 

In respect with materials, the authors found that including the cultural and humanistic 

traits of literature and making good use of prevalent popular culture not only make the 

EFL language classroom more diverse but also help language lessons in General 

Education classes fulfil the purposes of whole person education. As noted by Luke 

and Dooley (2011), critical analysis in the language classroom has nowadays 

encompassed a broad array of texts from media, popular culture, and everyday 

consumption and work.  Their previous English learning was more limited to model 

essays with safe and less controversial topics. As it was indicated in the feedback, 

being oriented towards national collegiate entrance examinations, they were rote 

learners before they took this course.  

The present study found that students were generally interested in the literary 

reading used in class and they also favoured the materials close to their life, such as 

popular culture. The fictional settings of literature provide learners with a ‘safe’ 

opportunity for contemplation, discussion and formation of their own opinions, 

whereas popular culture pulls them back to the experience of everyday life. Wallace 

(2002) points out that ‘literate English’ enhances learners’ Critical Thinking ability 

which enables learners to be more ‘global’. Henning (1993, p. 54) believes that 

literature has “a crucial role to play” because as “students learn how to read and 

interpret complex texts, they become better able to manage effectively elsewhere in 



22 

 

the real world.”   On the other hand, beliefs, values, and practices of everyday life are 

developed under the influence of exposure to popular culture in all forms and the use 

of such materials provides opportunities to connect themselves with local context. So, 

authentic materials on popular cultural icons in the US with the appropriate activities 

initiated their reflections upon their own local contexts. In this regard, in the EFL 

classroom, exposure to a variety of literary texts and use of popular culture can 

enhance students’ interest in exploring the embedded facets of the lives of others, and 

thus give them chances to cross boundaries. 

Writing activities 

Kramsch (1995, p. 90) argues that students’ verbal or written presentations about the 

text should not only express the thoughts of the authors, but should also be “situated 

utterances contributing to the construction, perpetuation or subversion of particular 

cultural contexts. Therefore, speaking and writing activities in the classroom should 

not be merely directed towards the comprehension of texts, but also should provide 

opportunities for students to organize their analysis and critical perspectives into a 

presentable form.  A competent intercultural English user not only uses English to 

receive and understand foreignness but also is able to develop his /her own critical 

perspectives that are expressed in writing.  The results showed the process of 

observing difference, comparison, evaluating, and generating opinions. This process, 

where students start enjoying producing their own perspectives rather than 

plagiarizing others, believed to be a common trait of Asian students’ EFL writing, 

resonates with Barnawi’s call to find a place for self-voicing and Critical Thinking in 

EFL writing (2011). Students use the processes of comparison and contrast to 

confront new socio-cultural concepts found in texts and media, and the knowledge 

gained will not be received information, memorized by rote learning.  Rather, students 

will have ‘created’ and ‘re-created’ their own perspectives as they ‘reflected’ upon 

and ‘acted’ on the world. The author, however, also found such a syllabus should 

provide more space for students to have individual reflections rather than collective 

ones (group work). A learner diary is one possible way of allowing individual 

students space to reflect upon course material.  

Overall, this study found that a University EFL course integrated with a theme-

based syllabus with an intercultural approach provides insight about the feasibility of 

developing an even more effective instructional curriculum for developing students’ 
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Critical Thinking skills. In summary, both quantitative and qualitative data have 

shown that students have benefited from an extension of their reading ability (in-depth 

reading), development of Critical Thinking, and improvement in writing ability. 

Several students reported that they found that the course expanded their experience of 

language learning, and challenged them in terms of deeper learning of language and 

culture. Also, a majority of the students were positive about the writing ability they 

gained during the year and indicated that they are better at developing an essay, 

organizing their ideas, and expressing them more clearly. Generally speaking, they 

considered the course to be challenging, linguistically and conceptually. As one 

informant stated: 

It is not an easy class. It’s not so fair to see students taking some other classes 

have an easier life; however, after one year training, when I write an essay, I 

don’t need to translate from Chinese and my writing structure is getting much 

better with better rhetoric. I really appreciate my effort throughout this year. 

 

In addition, the students generally thought that although this class was demanding 

they are better able to ‘use’ English to express their opinions, such as: 

 I have learned a lot by using English as a medium. 

This is the first time that I am able to use a second language to have in-depth 

thinking. 

 

Setting the goal of intercultural learning in the language classroom can be the way to 

make linguistic training occur in a place where personal and intellectual growth 

follows at the same time. 

 

Summary 

Teaching language involving a Critical Thinking approach cannot be introduced 

spontaneously without planning and organization. An EFL course integrating an 

intercultural syllabus provides a space for students to encounter the Other, and in 

doing so, provides a good place to interpret the text, find the problem, locate 

difference, and evaluate thinking.  

These assignments together with the student review shed light on how students 

followed the assigned tasks. They understood the text, used in-class discussion to 

brainstorm the ideas and reflected on the themes that emerged from their reading. 
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They also used on-line discussion to exchange ideas, reflect on their own beliefs and 

values, and then produced their own opinions. Most importantly, we observed an 

instructional process that enabled students to demonstrate what Barnett (1997, p. 1) 

described as a “critical person”. To this, it can be added that critical persons are more 

than just critical thinkers. They are able to critically engage with the world and with 

themselves as well as with knowledge. The habits of Critical Thinking, interpretation, 

and analysis would prepare them for stepping into the future activities for professional 

studies such as Problem-based learning.   

Limitations 

As with most studies there were some methodological limitations. For example, the 

Student Generic Course Questionnaire was designed to provide an opportunity for 

students to give general feedback about this course, and to furnish a wide spectrum of 

expectations of and responses including languages and culture. Though it was not 

intentionally biased against the factor of Critical Thinking, it provided relatively 

limited perspectives about Critical Thinking. However, the open-ended feedback 

activities strengthened this part by deliberately allowing students to directly describe 

the process of their learning and their reflections about this course. In addition, the 

informants were medical students, who are traditionally believed to be highly 

competitive academically. The group was a mixture of students who were variously 

admitted through examinations and/or interviews. The results, therefore, cannot be 

generalized to all university students in Taiwan. It is also recommended that more 

objective instrument such as rubrics can be developed to assess the results. Future 

studies can also include a control group, and questionnaires designed specifically to 

research the Critical Thinking goals in the EFL classroom. 

 

Implications and Conclusion 

The transformation of an English user into an intercultural English user requires a 

critical stand (Lu, 2006). It is encouraging to find that the students, although 

traditionally believed to be less critical thinkers because they are part of a collectivist, 

unreflective culture, valued their experience of Critical Thinking. This finding 

counters the general assumption that Asian students use a ‘surface’ approach, which 

is, memorizing, to learning (Biggs, 1996; Spack 1998a, 1998b). This, to some extent, 

also resonates Littlewood’s findings which showed that Asian students can be active 
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and independent learners (2000). In this study, after engaging in intercultural 

encounters, students demonstrated the ability to reflect upon their own values and 

beliefs and then produce their own judgments. This ‘deep’ learning occurs in a 

broader and more meaningful context and embodies what Confucius urged, namely 

that true learning is gained through reflection. The findings show that students were 

motivated to reach out into the world and see difference as a positive force. When 

given a theme-based syllabus that integrated materials from a variety of different 

genres, especially literature and the culture of everyday life, the students 

demonstrated the development of Critical Thinking, and a deeper understanding of the 

diverse human conditions that characterize the society they live in. The feedback 

regarding the development of both Critical Thinking and language skills provides 

evidence of emerging changes in the students’ understanding of the important 

concepts in their assignments. This, along with the quantitative data, indicates that the 

General Education course achieved many of the goals it set out to reach, especially 

Critical Thinking. 

Although this course was not initially specifically designed for the purpose of 

research, it sheds light on the question of whether or not the theory of Critical 

Thinking can be translated into reality in the EFL classroom. Also, this course 

framework can help teachers create opportunities for students to develop intercultural 

perspectives and voice their critical opinions. This Critical Thinking dimension is 

particularly important when EFL is increasingly expanded into General Education and 

is expected to elevate students’ global dimension. It also illuminates the need for 

further research into ways in which Critical Thinking is articulated and adopted in 

non-Western contexts and taught in non-Western universities. 
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Notes 

1
The Recommendation of the European Parliament and of the Council of 18 

  December 2006 on Key Competences for Lifelong Learning 

 
2
This project was conducted by three universities in Taiwan. See  

http://life.chinatimes.com/LifeContent/1408/20130425000453.html 

 
3
http://www.anntw.com/awakening/news_center/show.php?itemid=35445 

 
4
Although the project started out as a teaching course, in accordance with ethical 

procedures, data collected, analysed and used in his research had informed consent 

granted by subjects. 
 

5 
Taiwanese medical schools offer 7-year programs to high school graduates, starting 

with 2 years of mixed General Education and pre-medical courses, followed by 2 

years of pre-clinical courses, 2 years of clinical clerkships, and a final year of 

internship. Their scores were generally in the top 13th percentile on their Joint 

College English Exam.  

6
 Taiwanese medical schools offer 7-year programs to high school graduates, starting 

with 2 years of mixed general education and pre-medical courses followed by 2 

years of pre-clinical courses, 2 years of clinical clerkships, and a final year of 

internship. 
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Abstract 

This original research investigates the impact of a facilitated and supported 

collaborative action research (CAR), particularly drawing upon its use in the 

development and evaluation of an in-service teacher development programme. Six 

newly-qualified English language teachers critically examined their instructional 

practices in relation to current developments in the revised ELT curriculum in 

teaching English to young learners (TEYLs). From this reflective process, they 

proceeded to investigate solution to a problem that they identified in their own 

classroom settings within the framework of the proposed curriculum, and reflect upon 

their new practices. The study uses a qualitative case study approach to describe the 

development of these teachers. The analysis of the interviews, weekly collaborative 

meetings, lesson observation data and the researcher’s field notes suggests that all 

participant teachers have developed professionally by extending their personal 

understanding of the implications of the revised curriculum, and produced evidence of 

instructional change besides experiencing several challenges.  

 

Keywords: Case study, collaborative action research (CAR), teacher development,  

        teaching English to young learners (TEYLs), primary education  
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Introduction  

Practicing teachers, particularly those new in their career, are often confronted with 

many issues in their teaching practice ranging from classroom management to 

addressing individual differences (Mitchell et al., 2009). These issues pose special 

challenges for novice teachers to overcome (Onafowora, 2005). Such challenges 

become even more critical for teachers who are not only novice in their teaching 

experience but also are required to implement curriculum innovation; yet, their 

knowledge may be inconsistent with curriculum rhetoric (Carless, 1997).  

Recognizing such difficulties, in-service professional development programmes are 

offered to help teachers improve their teaching practice and deal effectively with 

classroom issues, particularly through the critical period of the curriculum innovation 

(Fullan, 1991). Since teachers’ beliefs and knowledge can guide instructional 

practices, it is essential to familiarize teachers with proposed curriculum objectives 

and innovative teaching and learning practices in order to help teachers implement 

them effectively (Waters & Vilches, 2001).  

However, the traditional model of in-service teacher development programmes is 

often found inadequate for several reasons. First, such professional programmes may 

not always address the specific issues experienced by novice teachers, often taking the 

approach of favouring a particular instructional method, assuming universality of 

approach, or are over-focused on short-term priorities that are external to the teachers 

(Hodkinson & Hodkinson, 2005). Furthermore, they do not always “encourage the 

expert thinking skills necessary to confront the core, ill-structured problems found in 

everyday teaching” (Mitchell et al., 2009, p. 344). Also, the knowledge transmitted is 

generally conceptually and practically far removed from the contexts of the teachers, 

and the situational factors affecting teachers’ classroom practices are not considered. 

Consequently, there have been calls to change the nature of professional development 

for teachers to make it more relevant and applicable for everyday classroom teaching 

(Capobianco & Joyal, 2008).  

A Recent trend in teacher development is based on the view of teachers as 

reflective practitioners (Schön, 1983), attempting continuous growth in their chosen 

field (Lewin & Rock, 2003). When teachers are engaged in reflection with other 

teachers about their practice, they learn from others, reinterpreting their stories of 

practice using reflective dialogue (Connelly & Clandinin, 1995; Brandt, 2010). This 
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collective approach lays the foundation of a creative culture of “shared expertise” 

(Mitchell et al., 2009, p. 345).  As maintained by Cochran-Smith, the only way for 

beginners to learn to be both educators and activists is to struggle  over time in the 

company of experienced teachers who are themselves committed  to collaboration 

and reform in their own classrooms (1991, p. 307).  

It can thus be maintained that professional development can be improved, and 

many of the problems experienced by novice teachers can be addressed by creating 

opportunities that support teachers to become self-reflective through adopting a 

collaborative action research model (CAR), between school and university, which is 

conducted in the company of an experienced teacher, a researcher and/or a teacher 

educator. Using this model, novice teachers can be guided to develop solutions 

embedded in everyday practice, and the social dimension of CAR can contribute to 

novice teachers’ professional growth (Mitchell et al., 2009). 

 

Theoretical Framework 

Action research is broadly defined as a process through which practitioners study their 

own practice in order to solve problems in their day-to-day practice (Corey, 1953, as 

cited in Mitchell et al., 2009), and to improve the quality of action (Elliot, 1991). It is 

often accepted as a valuable form of promoting meaningful professional development 

and lifelong learning (Furlong & Sainsbury, 2005). While a variety of practices of 

action research have evolved, such as participatory action research and action learning 

(Carr & Kemmis, 1986), all adopt an iterative approach comprising problem 

identification, action planning, implementation, evaluation and reflection. The 

insights gained from the initial cycle is integrated into planning of the second cycle, 

for which the action plan is altered and the research process is repeated (McKernan, 

1991).  

 

Collaborative action research  

Drawing on the principles of action research, (Elliot, 1991; Friedman, 2001), CAR 

aims to develop an adequate understanding of the problems and issues in real settings 

through continual learning and progressive problem solving; the development of an 

action, plan and an improvement in the teachers’ instructional practice which is 

embedded through participatory research (Mitchell et al., 2009). It bridges theory 

practice gap (Stringer, 1996) to influence teacher’s instructional practice leading to 
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educational improvement. It also aims to create an ongoing climate of collaboration 

with different stakeholders functioning as co-researchers (Mitchell et al., 2009). A 

further benefit of CAR relates to the ongoing nature of professional development with 

teachers developing professional expertise in dealing with real problems situated 

within classrooms. 

Based upon various action research traditions, CAR employs a spiral cycle that 

focuses on planning, acting, observing, reflecting, re-planning and re-enacting 

(Kemmis, 1998). While CAR is important for all teachers, as noted by Mitchell et al., 

“it has particular relevance for novice teachers whose doubts and uncertainties can 

contribute to the exodus of so many teachers in their first five years of practice” 

(2009, p. 348). Another benefit CAR offers to novice teachers is the support that they 

may need in tackling  the real teaching problems they encounter because “it is the 

individual teacher who still holds the key to successful change within his/her own 

classroom” (Halsall et al., 1998, p.12). Teaching concerns can be addressed within the 

supportive framework of CAR to facilitate the development of meaningful solutions 

“at a quicker pace than toiling in social and intellectual isolation” (Mitchell et al., 

2009, p. 346).  

Considering the benefits outlined above, CAR represents a major shift away from 

traditional teacher development models. As noted by Goldstein, “collaborations in 

which university-based researchers enter into participatory relationships with 

classroom teachers have become increasingly prevalent in educational action 

research” (2000, p. 517). 

 

Benefits offered by collaborative action research 

Studies reporting the use of CAR have documented several benefits. Teachers, 

engaging in CAR, have been found to undergo observable professional development 

in their teaching practice and become more critical (Capobianco & Joyal, 2008; 

Harrington et al., 2006), which justifies the process of CAR leading to an increase in 

teachers’ feelings of empowerment (Farrell, 2003). Research with elementary and 

secondary school teachers has indicated that when novice teachers are supported by 

experienced researchers or mentors from the university, CAR helped participants 

develop collaborative relationships that promoted dialogue about teaching and 

learning (Johnson & Johnson, 2002). By participating in CAR, primary school 

teachers gain better understanding not only in their community of practice as defined 
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by action research (Sidney et al., 2009) but also in partnership with members of 

university (Burns, 1999).  

 

Challenges posed by collaborative action research  

The educational research literature demonstrates that such partnership can be highly 

effective; yet, it is not without challenges (Johnsen & Normann, 2004; Orland-Barak 

et al, 2004; McLaughlin, 2007), and it is a highly complex process. The complexities 

intensify when participants have not previously worked together.  Platteel et al.,(2010) 

point out that while expected to work collaboratively to innovate education; 

participants need time and opportunity to develop trust in the group. This complicates 

the formation of a communicative space in a partnership (Kemmis & McTaggart, 

2005), in which people “can work together to achieve mutual understanding and 

consensus” (Kemmis 2001, p. 100).  

Reports of empirical studies conducted with teachers highlight some challenges 

faced by teacher researchers.  Platteel et al., (2010) describe the complex nature of 

collaborative relationships, and the difficulties of conducting research with others. 

Reporting on a project in the Netherlands in which 14 teachers formed a partnership 

with three facilitators and an academic researcher in designing a language education 

programme, they suggest that opportunity to develop trust in the group is needed, also 

emphasizing the importance of contextual and communicative conditions in the CAR 

partnership. Cole and Knowles (1993) categorize some of these challenges as 

technical/logistical issues (e.g., time and place to do the research), personnel issues 

related to the group dynamics of working collaboratively, and procedural issues in 

conducting robust research. Cook further explains that even though the literature 

suggests that teachers experience challenges, there is a need to explore the 

‘messiness’ of these challenges encountered during the action research process as the 

“account of action research generally tidies away this aspect of the work” (1998, p. 

107). Zeichner identifies “narrowing down an area of interest into a research question 

and finding time to write in their action research journals” (2002, p. 309) as causing 

difficulties for teachers engaged in CAR. Similarly, Cook (1998) describes how 

teachers find it a challenge to transform the data collected into something that allows 

new possibilities to develop. 

Although CAR has been implemented as a form of professional development for 

classroom teachers in various nations, studies involving university faculty supporting 
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teachers conducting CAR and investigating the nature of the research process are not 

common across Turkey.  Of the available studies, the CAR professional development 

programme conducted by Atay (2008) was between the university and a group of 

experienced EFL teachers. Formal projects involving university faculty supporting 

newly-practicing teachers implementing CAR and investigating the nature of the 

action research process, particularly following a curriculum renewal process, has not 

yet been conducted in Turkish context.    

The present study extends these understandings of the unique nature of teacher 

action research by investigating a CAR project, which is established between a 

university researcher/teacher educator, and six novice teachers, to provide support for 

teachers’ professional development following curriculum renewal in Turkish primary 

education.  My involvement in the research, as the university researcher/ teacher 

educator was to provide the mentorship, and work as a facilitator with six practicing 

teachers of English on this CAR project, established as a school-university 

collaborative partnership.  

Thus, the uniqueness of the participants and the fact that each teacher was 

teaching in different schools, contributes to the significance of the study. Such 

findings are expected to provide teacher researchers with a comprehensive portrayal 

of the benefits and challenges of the CAR, and to assist them in planning effective 

action research.  

 

Context of the Study 

In Turkey, the Turkish Ministry of National Education (MNE) is responsible for in-

service training of teachers at primary and secondary level education through the In-

service English Language Teacher Training and Development (INSET) Unit.MNE 

also collaborates with various organizations, e.g., the English Language Teachers’ 

Association in Turkey and the British Council to organize intensive seminars and 

workshops for teachers. Current in-service teacher development practices in Turkey 

tend to be “one-shot” knowledge-transmission programs (Daloglu, 2004; Atay, 2006, 

2008). Although there has been a significant increase in the number of participants in 

such professional development courses, it is reported that many courses fall short of 

the expectations of participant teachers, and they do not contribute much to teachers’ 

general professional development (Saban 2000; Bayrakci 2009).  One of the 

shortcomings of most of these courses is that they tend to impose topics and content 
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that is determined by outsiders (Bayrakçı, 2009; Özer, 2004).  Recently, Uysal (2012) 

evaluated a one-week INSET offered by the MNE to explore its sustained impact on 

language teachers’ attitudes, knowledge-base, and classroom practices. Findings 

revealed that although the teachers, in general, displayed positive attitudes towards 

the course, as the course familiarized them with theoretical and practical information, 

and new techniques and methods, teachers found the planning and evaluation stages 

of the course rather problematic. The most important problem was that the course 

content was not determined according to the contextual needs of teachers. Uysal 

(2012, p. 15) reports that “this lack of connection between the teachers’ own realities 

and the INSET resulted in low sustained impact especially on the classroom practices 

of teachers.” Therefore, an effective professional development programme on 

Mentoring is needed to assist teachers in their early teaching years to help them tackle 

with classroom issues, and contribute to teachers’ on-going professional learning. 

In this study, CAR is considered especially relevant as an inquiry for teacher 

professional learning, as it supports teachers in planning and implementing their 

action research projects based upon their own individual needs and the problems 

emerging from their classroom context through self-reflective spirals of planning, 

acting, observing, and reflecting. CAR is job-embedded (Joyce & Showers, 2002), 

collaborative (Mitchell, 2009), and occurs over time driven by the needs of the 

teachers involved (Little, 2002). A framework, proposed by Mitchell et al., (2009), 

provides guidance in the present collaborative action research. 

The study specifically addresses the following research questions:  

a) In what ways will collaborative action research provide a viable method for teacher 

development?  

b) To what extent will the teachers’ knowledge about the revised curriculum and the 

nature of teaching English to young learners change over time from their 

participation in this project?  

c) What is the extent to which the teachers are actually implementing those principles 

proposed in the revised curriculum in their instructional practices?  

d) What challenges are evident in the way teachers engage with the collaborative 

action research process?  
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Method 

Carr (2006) argues that in action research there is a set of methods that can be adopted 

rather than one coherent methodology. Similarly, a collective case study method 

(Stake, 2000) was adopted for its “ability to examine, in-depth, a case within its “real-

life context” (Yin, 2003, p. 111), thus providing both description about how teachers 

engaged in CAR and explanation regarding the nature of the professional 

development that occurred.  A significant aspect of the methodology is the mentorship 

I provided as the university lecturer/teacher educator working as a facilitator with six 

practicing teachers of English on this CAR project, established as a school-university 

collaborative partnership.  

 

Participants  

The participants were six Turkish native speaker teachers of English with an average 

age of 25.6 years. At the onset of the research, it was their first year in teaching 

English to young learners (TEYLs) in grade 4-5 classes in different state primary 

schools located in the same city in South Turkey. Three teachers had previously 

attended short one-shot seminars offered by MNE. The teachers volunteered to 

participate in the project which took place over a four-month period during the spring 

semester of the 2009 school year as a way to fulfil their interest in trying out 

innovative ideas in teaching English in their primary classes by undertaking action 

research, and be better informed about the recent curriculum changes introduced by 

MNE. Using pseudonyms, the teachers will be referred to as Cem, Kaan, Afife, Seval, 

Hamdi, and  Erdem.  Mitchell et al., (2009) contend that the ultimate effectiveness of 

CAR depends upon common project goals among the collaborators, and similarities in 

the needs of all participants. Teachers in the present study displayed common 

characteristics and needs: (1) they were novices with 3.5 years of teaching experience; 

(2) they were all interested in improving their understanding of the revised 

curriculum, and (3) effectively implementing principles highlighted in it. 

Additionally, the school in which they were teaching operated on a bi-sessional 

system; there existed two sessions, one operating in the morning and the other in the 

afternoon. The professional development programme was held in the afternoons as 

teachers were teaching in the mornings, and each weekly session lasted three hours.  
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Procedure 

A schedule of meetings for the spring semester during the teachers’ half-day release 

afternoons were allocated for university facilitation. As the university researcher/teacher 

educator, I provided on-site facilitation to teachers during their scheduled release afternoons.  

The design of CAR programme incorporated the conditions described by Mitchell et al., 

(2009).  

It is noted that the initial phase of action research involves identifying and clarifying the 

research idea, a reconnaissance of the literature, and construction of a general plan of action 

(Elliott, 1991). Prior to initiating CAR, I held a pre-course meeting with the teachers for 

planning. This meeting help to establish collaboration between me as the teacher educator and 

six practicing teachers, and to address responsibilities and roles the teachers and I would 

assume. I made it clear to the participants that my role was to act as a supporter, organizer, a 

facilitator, a catalyst for change and a resource person. In doing so, I became part of the 

process of supervising action research projects undertaken by the teachers about the various 

topics studied in the programme (Goodnough, 2003).  I also highlighted the active role 

assumed by the teachers as researchers of their own teaching context. Negotiating the 

relationship at the beginning set the stage to initiate the process leading to CAR. We agreed 

on the aims of the programme, and planned a sequence of weekly meetings.  

Having thus established a CAR partnership with the participants, I interviewed each 

teacher to assess their depth of knowledge and understanding of the revised curriculum 

objectives, and the issues for investigation in their own classroom settings. Unlike typical in-

service teacher training programmes which “offer information and experience which is 

insufficiently related to the concerns of the participants and which offer theory unrelated to 

practice” (Bolam, 1987, p.27), the conceptual framework of CAR, discussed in the following 

section, was prepared according to the needs and suggestions of the teachers and the issues 

raised in revised curriculum.  

The first session in CAR was allocated to updating teachers’ knowledge and experiences 

on various issues concerning TEYLs, and familiarizing them with innovative practices 

introduced in the revised curriculum, as highlighted by MNE (see MEB, 2006 for details), 

including promoting learners’ communicative proficiency in English; addressing varied 

intelligences of learners; promoting experiential learning using arts and craft activities; 

promoting collaborative learning through pair/group work activities; integrating Content and 

Language Integrated Learning (CLIL), and fostering integrated development of language 

skills.  

During the second session, I provided teachers with theoretical knowledge on 

educational research, and on such concepts as “collaborative action research”, 
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“teacher research”, “data collection tools”, and “reflection”. As the research 

proceeded, I supported the teachers in putting these tools into practice through 

implementing their action research in their classes.  

In the following weeks, the format for CAR professional development followed 

readings of theories on subject-matter highlighted in the revised curriculum relevant 

to TEYLs, hands-on experiences for teachers as learners followed with teachers’ 

reflections of their experiences. I provided action research resources and a list of 

references related to each topic, and referred to them frequently during the meetings.  

Drawing upon the action relationship principle of CAR (Kemmis, 1998), each 

teacher employed a recurring spiral of cycles, focusing on planning, acting, observing, 

reflecting, re-planning, and re-acting for the attainment of goals in the revised 

curriculum to generate positive change and improvement in their TEYLs. Each 

teacher identified an authentic problem or a research focus that they wished to 

examine. They started examining their problem from various aspects, setting up an 

inquiry in light of the literature as part of the planning process. They were supported 

to implement knowledge and research skills acquired in training sessions. Data 

collected involved interviewing students, administering questionnaires, and included 

details of the analysis process. They finally documented action research projects, 

followed by reflection on their action. Each teacher was involved in two cycles of 

CAR.  

At the end of the CAR programme, teachers were given an opportunity to share 

their personal learning process, which was documented by the action research 

projects, the insights they had gained and how these contributed to their professional 

development with their peers through presentations of action research projects.  

Data sources 

In this study qualitative methods were used to collect data and to investigate the 

impact of a facilitated and supported action research process on the development of 

participants’ professional learning. Data were collected from interviews conducted 

with the teachers, weekly collaborative meetings and lesson observations. 

Additionally, I recorded field notes detailing the action research process of each 

teacher, and the results of the action research on teacher learning and professional 

practice. 
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I interviewed each teacher using a semi-structured interview prior and subsequent 

to CAR. The initial interviews aimed to assess the depth of teachers’ knowledge and 

understanding of RC goals and objectives. The aim of post-professional development 

interviews was to provide data concerning any changes in teachers’ views of the 

revised curriculum, and that of their participation in this CAR project.  

In addition, a schedule of fourteen collaborative meetings equivalent to 42 hours 

took place regularly on a weekly basis throughout the duration of the programme in 

the afternoons during the teachers’ release time from teaching. The purposes of the 

meetings were to critically reflect upon teachers’ current practices; share their 

learning of ideas, practical strategies and solutions teachers were applying to achieve 

proposed principles in their teaching, and to collaboratively reflect on the processes 

and products of the individual action research projects.  I audio-recorded all 

discussions from the meetings and later transcribed them for analyses.  

Keeping reflective journals was the next data source. Each participant maintained 

a personal journal to facilitate exploration of ideas, to monitor their learning during 

this programme, to record insights they have gained, and how these have contributed 

to their professional development. The journal entries of participants provided 

important documentation of teachers’ experiences, and their views of the CAR 

project.  

Classroom observations constitute the final data source. I visited each teacher’s 

classrooms. Six rounds of lesson observations, (each lesson lasting 40 minutes) as 

well as pre-and-post-lesson observation discussions were held with each teacher. Each 

of the six rounds of classroom observation was conducted for two consecutive lessons 

at different times, thus totalling 12 audio-taped observations per teacher in teachers’ 

own primary grade 4-5 classes. The classroom observations aimed to evaluate the 

teachers’ action and practices regarding TEYLs and implementation of curricular 

objectives, document specific examples of action research pedagogy as evidenced 

from the observation that may be attributable to their participation in CAR. 

In this paper an analysis of the teachers’ interview responses, journal entries, 

remarks from meetings and a summary of lesson observations is reported.  

Data analysis  

Qualitative data obtained from collaborative meetings, reflective journals, and 

interviews were analysed by means of pattern coding to reduce the “large amounts of 
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data into a smaller number of analytic units” (Miles & Huberman, 1984, p. 69). Coded 

data were clustered and then categorized to identify themes and patterns for each of 

the six teacher cases. As the analyses proceeded, the subsequent data was coded 

according to major categories identified. This allowed for detailed analyses and 

interpretation of the development of each teacher.  

A similar process was applied for analysing observation notes. Data reduction was 

achieved, based on the qualitative analysis of the completed lesson observation form, 

through an interpretive summary of classroom observation for each teacher to help 

identify the relevant instructional characteristics of each teacher’s orientation towards 

TEYLs. Then, the strategy of analytic induction was followed, which involved the 

researcher identifying the major themes and noting salient comments concerning each 

research question posed. The use of multiple data sources help to achieve 

triangulation of data to enhance the validity of data analysis. 

Results and Discussion  

In what ways does collaborative action research provide a viable method for teacher 

development?  

The analysis of the data helped to identify the following patterns and themes across 

the six teacher cases as individuals and within a collaborative setting.  

 

Collaboration and support  

Each participant teacher was teaching in isolation in schools; yet, teachers appeared to 

value the social benefits of participating in this collaborative project. The 

collaborative development was evidenced by the sharing of ideas, the process of 

action research, and the critical feedback given by the teachers.  In the following 

interview extract, it can be seen how Cem values the personal benefit of collaborative 

reflection experienced in weekly meetings, and diversity of experiences arising from 

this collaboration:  

What I liked most is getting together, and hearing different experiences. It was 

very useful experience to listen to what challenges other teachers were 

experiencing. It was also useful to hear the kind of suggestions they came up with. 

Similarly, Kaan suggests that collaboration was beneficial because it worked to 

counter the isolation he experienced, as he articulated during a meeting:  
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Now that we are in the teaching profession, we never have any feedback on our 

teaching practice. I think this is a major disadvantage, so I appreciate the feedback 

I received on my teaching as part of this project. 

He extends his perspective on collaboration in an excerpt from his journal, as 

follows:  

The action research project allowed opportunities that were very beneficial. The 

ideas and experiences we shared influenced my way of teaching. The readings of 

the articles also contributed considerably to my understanding of teaching young 

learners. 

 

Undeniably, for the participants, collaboration became a source of support, which, 

as reported by the teachers, was lacking at their own schools. Additionally, teachers 

appreciated receiving useful suggestions, which made it easier for them to implement 

innovative ideas in their specific contexts, and also for me, as their Mentor, to be 

responsive to meeting their expectations.  

 

Professional development  

Professional development, as perceived in this study, involved individual teachers 

learning about new ideas, implementing them, and reflecting upon such innovative 

practices that addressed issues of the revised curriculum. All participants expressed 

enhanced confidence, feeling more capable to deal with present and future curriculum 

challenges, i.e., the idealized curriculum versus realized. Furthermore, the participants 

had a deeper understanding of TEYLs, and the issues of implementing this newly-

acquired knowledge within their school context. Teachers reported that their 

educational vision changed as a result of engagement in CAR, as articulated by 

Erdem: 

The course strengthened my vision I now have a better idea of the new 

curriculum. 

Afife highlighted the importance of action research, identifying the critical role of 

‘teacher-as-researcher’: 

I consider action research as a very useful professional development tool. 

Identifying a problem from your teaching context, and conducting a research to 
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find a solution. Being a teacher is similar to being a researcher to improve your 

daily teaching practice. 

In support of his views, Hamdi believed that action research is essential for 

changing practice in the classroom, as he reported in his journal:  

I started this action research project in the hope of addressing better my students’ 

individualised learning needs. I read about the theory of Multiple Intelligences and 

learned from weekly discussions. I found out that each of my students has 

different intelligences. I implemented a questionnaire and analysed the data. I’m 

now aware of my students’ intelligences. 

Teachers’ writings and discussion of reflection indicated that they gained a deeper 

understanding of the revised curriculum requirements, and new insights about how to 

address day-to-day issues. CAR also had the benefit of introducing novice teacher to 

research. They could see how research could help towards classroom teaching and 

management, as explained by Seval:  

I think the main thing I’ve taken with me from this project is that it enabled me to 

reflect. It’s had a considerable impact on what I do as a teacher. Engaging with 

action research helped to improve my teaching and my understating of teaching 

English to this age. I now have a better understanding of the new curriculum 

requirements. 

The clear expectations for each teacher within the CAR project were to design an 

action research plan, research, and implement it within their classroom, and report 

their findings. Each teacher was able to demonstrate this through sharing of classroom 

experiences, use of new curriculum activities, and receive feedback from the group on 

their actions. The two cycles of action research allowed the teachers to re-examine the 

goals of revised curriculum. According to Stenhouse (1975, p.3), “the central problem 

of curriculum study is the gap between our ideas and aspirations, and the attempt to 

operationalize them … with the ultimate objective to improve teaching and learning.” 

It, therefore, follows that curriculum development necessarily involves teacher 

development. This crucial point is evidenced by the teachers’ reflections on the 

present CAR, as outlined above.  

 

To what extent will the teachers’ knowledge and understanding about the revised 

curriculum and the nature of teaching English to young learners change over time 

from their participation in this project?  
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The pre-course interview revealed that each participant teacher’s initial views of the 

revised curriculum and TEYLs were not well-formalized, and the eliciting of some 

ideas highlighted in the curriculum such as CLIL, at the beginning of the project 

seemed to be a novel experience for them.  Additionally, the preliminary interview 

with some teachers revealed answers that were inconsistent with contemporary views 

of TEYLs. Cem’s views regarding the curriculum renewal were articulated below 

before he began CAR:  

I’ve been told that there have been some changes in the curriculum. However, I 

don’t know the details. 

Post-programme interview data suggest that the teachers’ views and knowledge 

about the revised curriculum changed as they engaged in understanding details of 

revised curriculum while concurrently attempting to integrate it into their practices. 

For instance, Hamdi described himself as having a better conceptual understanding of 

the curriculum requirements and TEYLs due to his participation and actions:  

I definitely have a better understanding of the nature of multiple intelligences and 

experiential learning based on the discussions we’ve had, my readings of the 

articles and book, and my own reflections in implementing my action research. 

 

The opportunity to learn about multiple intelligences from articles and other 

participants’ experiences helped Hamdi to critically examine his own practices:  

It was initially hard for me to investigate students’ learning styles. To be 

introduced to the new curriculum and to deliver it concurrently was in many cases 

difficult. 

However, in a later interview, Hamdi, referring to Gardner’s Multiple 

Intelligences Theory, expressed role of the teacher in addressing multiple 

intelligences as follows:  

I found out that the new curriculum focuses on individual differences. As part of 

this process, I learned about the principles of multiple intelligence theory. I’m 

now able to apply different activities for different intelligence types: games, 

songs, drawing, colouring, and information gap activities, which students enjoy. 

Once Erdem initiated and implemented his plan, his action research project on 

CLIL enhanced his personal understanding and professional development, as he 

explained below:  
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I know I wasn’t knowledgeable with CLIL and I wasn’t very much interested in it 

either. This research supported me to develop my own ideas.  I now understand 

better what CLIL is, knowing that CLIL is about getting students to learn about 

other subject through English. 

Hikmet, putting emphases on different aspects of the new curriculum, 

demonstrated a reasonable understanding of the revised curriculum, as revealed by 

interview findings:  

I now have a better understanding of the new curriculum. Addressing different 

intelligences of the learners, establishing a psychologically friendly atmosphere 

with them, using a variety of communicative activities to facilitate the learning 

process, and promoting acquisition-rich classroom environment. 

According to Hall & Hord (1987), the course of an innovation process strongly 

depends on the experiences, concerns, skills and knowledge of the individuals 

involved in the innovation. Documentation collected from interviews, journals, and 

lesson observation, the participants’ insightful reflection and evaluation of their 

experiences, four months after initiation of CAR, has brought to the forefront several 

issues promoted in the present project: CAR has provided a viable method of 

personal, social and professional development for all the teachers in idiosyncratic 

ways. The participant teachers had the ability to engage in collaborative reflection and 

innovative practices. Teachers’ attitudes towards participating in CAR was positive, 

and that each had developed the feeling of ownership towards accepting and 

effectively implementing principles proposed in the new curriculum, largely due to 

several advantages offered by CAR. 

What is the extent to which the teachers were actually implementing those 

principles proposed in the revised curriculum in their instructional practices?  

Each teacher not only demonstrated an improved understanding with respect to a 

contemporary view of TEYLs, but also was able to integrate new teaching practices 

and make connections between theory and practice as evidenced from their lesson 

observations and recorded data. The following observation notes illustrate this clearly.  

The topic is vehicles. First, Cem uses flashcards of various vehicles: car, bus, 

plane, and truck to teach different means of transportation. He uses gestures to 

support the meaning. He invites the whole class for repetition. Then, he puts some 

objects on the desk: a toy truck, plane, school bus, etc., and asks questions to check 
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students’ understanding of the means of transportation. He continues with listen and 

number activity for further practice. Students are given pictures of vehicles. Cem says 

the names of the vehicles with numbers, and students match the correct number with 

the picture. He moves around to check answers. The classroom atmosphere is really 

positive.  

What is described above is a typical lesson of Cem in which pupils are exposed to 

comprehensible input through the use of techniques, e.g., repetition, short simple 

sentences, and visual support (flashcards, toys, real objects) to facilitate their 

understanding. Cem tried to make up for the lack of teaching aid in his school by 

bringing real objects, visuals, and a tape recorder, thinking that utilizing various 

techniques can help increase student motivation.  

Like his peers, Kaan gives priority to meaning over the form, as suggested by 

revised curriculum. He favours teaching indirectly through games, songs and 

activities to promote students’ acquisition of English. He has a clear rationale for 

exposing students to L2, as he articulated in a post-observation interview:  

I believe that learners should be helped to guess the structure and the target 

content in an inductive way. 

Afife and Seval prefer using riddles to make the learning of English a pleasant 

experience. Furthermore, their use of intonation and stress is quite effective in helping 

pupils guess the lesson content. The following observation notes of Afife illustrate her 

teaching the subject fruits.  

She has a basket of fruits, which she uses to introduce the topic. She continues 

with a colouring activity, which students appear to enjoy. In the speaking 

activity, she gives pupils different fruits to talk about. After the initial prompting 

and encouragement, students get out of their seats; move around to find a pair to 

ask/answer questions. In this way, they have the chance to interact with each 

other. 

With reference to the above lesson observation summary, Afife, as she stated in 

the post-lesson interview, is addressing different intelligences:  

…one of the intelligences I am trying to manage is interpersonal intelligence. The 

learners should know to work together, as the classroom mirrors the real life and 

experiences. 
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Like other teachers, an interesting aspect of Hikmet and Hamdi’s lessons was their 

tendency to introduce surprise activities, e.g. ice breakers during the lesson 

(colouring, matching, games), which were observed to help the teacher manage the 

class more effectively. They also took account of the differences in pupils’ learning 

styles, as suggested by revised curriculum by varying the activities, and often set up 

information gap activities in which learners were encouraged to be both actively 

involved and mentally engaged in the learning process. 

Analysis of the observation notes revealed that despite pupils’ limited knowledge 

of L2 and their tendency to use L1 in some communication, teachers were able to 

maintain fluent use of English with some mixed-code when they wanted to ensure that 

students understood instructions. Also, each teacher tried to encourage pupils to use 

L2 by responding to students’ use of L1 in English, which Cem justified in an 

interview as:  

In my lessons, students are mainly exposed to English; there is a good balance 

between the use of L1 and L2. They’re accustomed to the teacher speaking in L2. 

The learners should be directed to speak L2 more frequently. I’m trying to manage 

this. 

The methodology of teachers’ lessons, in many aspects, represents an innovative 

approach consistent with principles of the revised curriculum, and current views of 

TEYLs. In line with Mitchell et al.’s (2009) model of CAR, the findings of the 

present study have provided insights into a deeper understanding of CAR, and 

contributed to the development of the teachers’ professional knowledge in relation to 

the revised curriculum and TEYLs. Findings also confirm those reported by Fazio and 

Melville (2008) revealing that professional development is enhanced through 

engaging in CAR within learning communities.  

 

What challenges are evident in the way teachers engage with the collaborative 

action research process?  

While the collaborative experiences in the present study were viewed by participants 

as successful, the approaches of CAR outlined above resulted in a number of 

challenges.   

The first challenge experienced was to develop trust that is, the willingness of 

participants to engage in free and open communication and dialogue in the group.  
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Habermas (1984) refers to such interaction as ‘communicative action’, through which 

the truth can be revealed and an agreed decision can be made. 

Despite this initial challenge, facilitative actions of the university 

researcher/teacher educator enabled the teachers to come to terms with their roles and 

responsibilities and, through dialogue, each teacher learned his/her contribution to the 

CAR partnership by utilizing their unique expertise.  To promote participants’ 

collaboration, I made efforts to establish a communicative space “in which dialogue 

and development can flourish” (Reason & Bradbury 2008, p. 3). As the facilitator, I 

contributed to the forming of a communicative space by initiating meetings, asking 

questions about action plans, helping to guide the discussions.  Teachers had different 

facilitation needs, and I tried to do justice to each of them. Not everyone felt 

comfortable enough in the first four weeks. Three teachers started out as passive 

listeners, waiting for others to take the lead and contribute to weekly discussion, but 

they very quickly started to shift to the roles of insider. 

The next challenge experienced was related to the difficulty of conducting 

research corresponding to procedural issues as categorized by of Cole and Knowles 

(1993). Teachers in their first action research project experienced research-related 

problems in narrowing down an area of interest into a research question. Four 

teachers, particularly, expressed their struggle with the responsibilities of doing 

different components of research, and analyzing data.   Through support and 

exchanging ideas, this changed after the first month. To learn how to research 

problems, act out plans, survey students was, for teachers a new way of looking at 

their practice. Such difficulties are also reported by other action research studies (e.g., 

Cook, 1998; Zeichner, 2002).   

I facilitated teachers in their action research and supported them in the 

formulation of a manageable research objective and took action as the facilitator; 

thereby, becoming part of the research and collaboration process. I compiled a set of 

research articles to create a supportive context for the participants, which I distributed 

at the beginning of the project. Early in the project, participant teachers were heavily 

reliant on my support. However, as the project evolved, I participated and contributed 

to developing knowledge by asking questions about goals but refraining from 

deciding for the teachers. I systematically helped teachers reach the goals for their 

daily practice efficiently. After some time, teachers became more familiar with CAR.  

Not surprisingly, the processes and development of each teacher differed. 



50 

 

The third challenge was related to the participants’ critical reflection on their 

practice. As noted by Jaipal and Figg (2011) “simply giving teachers time to talk was 

not enough to promote changes to their learning or that of their students” (p. 60). 

Rather, changes in teaching practice occurred when collaborative experiences 

provided critical reflection on practice by investigating an issue that the teacher raised 

problematic (Kraft, 2002). Not surprisingly, it took time and effort to get teachers to 

engage in critical reflection on practice. 

I guided the teachers to reflect upon their practice by asking critical questions to 

help clarify the different aspects of action research. Teachers reported that they were 

stimulated by the reflections, and daily experiences of teachers from different schools. 

I found that sharing my ideas on TEYLs helped participants formulate and express 

what they think by using my views as a starting point. To illustrate, Afife told about a 

project she had developed on CLIL. She wanted Seval to respond whether or not this 

was an example of CLIL. Seval listed aspects of CLIL project and invited other 

teachers to express their views.  

The study confirms several researchers who state that partnership between 

school teachers and academic researchers is challenging and complex (Cook, 1998; 

Zeichner, 2002; Johnsen & Normann, 2004; Orland-Barak, et al., 2004; McLaughlin 

2007; Platteel, et al., 2010; Jaipal & Figg, 2011; Kasi, 2011). Despite the complexity 

involved, I found that by taking part in the collaborative partnership, I evolved in my 

role as the researcher/facilitator. I, therefore, concur with Anderson and Herr (1999) 

who suggest that academics and practitioners need to continue to find ways to work 

together and to see their critical reflection on these efforts as part of the new 

scholarship. Only through problem solving from within the messy realities of failed 

and successful collaboration,  can we move our agenda forward (p. 20).  

Additionally, commitment of the teachers to innovative ideas helped sustain 

CAR. After the initial challenges, participants contributed to the collaboration by 

respecting each other’s opinions, learning how to be critical without being judgmental 

and staying open. All six teachers participated in one way or another, performed 

similar actions, and did things differently in their own idiosyncratic way.   

Conclusions and Implications  

The aim of the present CAR, established between a university researcher/teacher 

educator and six newly-qualified English language teachers was to facilitate and give 
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support to teachers’ implementation of action research projects based on an authentic 

problem that they identified in their classroom setting, increase teachers’ 

understanding, awareness and comfort with the revised curriculum, and to ensure their 

effective implementation of those principles in their teaching.  

Fazio and Melville (2008) contend that it should neither be assumed that effective 

programs have been implemented in initial teacher education programs, nor should it 

be believed that the professional in-service programmes are sufficient to deal with 

individual needs appropriate for effective teacher learning. They suggest that 

innovative, in-service teacher development programs are required to address the 

actual needs of teachers, along with the contextual realities of schools. The present 

study suggests that CAR is one way to promote effective teacher development, 

particularly following a curriculum renewal process, if planned for and supported 

appropriately, despite the challenges posed.   

Action research processes often require a long-term investment (Day & Hadfield, 

2004). Unfortunately, the context of the present CAR project did not permit sustaining 

the partnership any longer than four months. With this in mind, long-term sustained 

partnerships can be recommended. Although in the short-term CAR contributed 

towards teachers’ professional development, considering the nature of teachers who 

are novices in their teaching experience, it can be pointed out that in the long-term the 

research laid grounds in developing sufficient professional confidence in these 

teachers to take an active role in contributing towards their colleagues’ professional 

development by initiating further CAR projects within their schools. Participant 

teachers involved stated that they received cooperation and support of the schools and 

their colleagues. Several participants expressed the intention to adopt the projects and 

effective ideas of other participants in their own school, and thereby to implement 

researched improvement in TEYLs. Inspired by the CAR, all teachers, except one 

who was the only English teacher in his school expressed the intention to continue 

sessions like the research group meetings in their schools after the research project 

ended. He expressed his willingness to collaborate with teachers in a nearby school. 

All participant teachers explained that they were in possession of how to do action 

research in their own local context.  It is expected that this will create a new school 

culture in the Turkish context, and that teacher-researchers will act as effective agents 

of curriculum change. 



52 

 

Given that the research is small-scale conducted with a small number of 

practicing teachers and that the context is unique, what is documented here is not 

generalizable. However, an argument can be made that since this unique context 

helped the teacher development programme to evolve as it set the context for 

developing a successful school university CAR, and that the research reported proved 

to be highly effective in promoting teacher development, it is hoped that the stages of 

CAR adopted in this study will provide guidelines to researchers and teacher 

educators in other contexts to develop similar teacher development programmes.  It is 

also hoped that this collaborative action research approach can inform school 

administrators and professional organizations to set up professional development 

opportunities, and guide novice teacher researchers to give insights into ways that 

minimize the challenges of action research.  
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