Date: January 12, 2010
English Roundtable Web Chat on “Action Research”
Abstract:

As English teachers, we want our students to get the most out of our instruction and the materials we
use. But sometimes we feel that what we are doing is not enough or is not challenging enough to our
students. Both we and the students sometimes get bored or feel frustrated. As a result, we often have
that “what if” question in our minds. What if | changed this? Or, What if | did this instead of that?

Teachers are eager to get an answer. The best person that will address all of these concerns and
guestions is none other than you! How can you answer such questions yourself? One solution is action
research. Itis easy and any teacher can do it.

In our next web chat, we’re inviting you to join us in discussing this useful and powerful tool for
teachers’ professional development: conducting action research to seek solutions to your teaching
guestions. We will discuss what is action research, how it might inform our teaching and professional
development, and also the types and procedures of different action research.

Transcript

Damon Anderson: Everyone, welcome to our chat. We will begin the chat at 4pm (Beijing time). So, we
will be with you in about a half an hour.

Damon Anderson: Hello Everyone! First, Wang Ping and | would like to wish you all a Happy 2010 and
soon to be a Happy Year of the Tiger!!

Jeff: GRRRRR. This Tiger says Happy 2010 to Damon and Wang Ping

Damon Anderson: We are ready to begin our chat. Thank you all for joining us. Please do not be shy
and don't worry about mistakes. When typing quickly, we all make them, even the native speakers!

Jeff: Here is an easy to read introduction to action research from Brown University (pdf file) Brown
Universityhttp://www.alliance.brown.edu/pubs/themes_ed/act_research.pdf . Perhaps it can be posted
at the end of the chat.

jinlimin: Action research, for some reason, is often regarded as second class research in China. | wonder
if there's any good international journals that welcome action research report.

Suju Zhang: What is action research

jinlimin: The context behind my question is that in China, teachers are under great pressure to publish,
and publish in CSSCI or SSCI journals. | don't like the system at all but it seems that we all have to go
along with it.



Fidelia: I've encountered this attitude, too, jinlimin, but what is more valuable to advance teaching
practice than peer-to-peer sharing about innovations and experiences in our own classrooms?

Damon Anderson: Jinlimin, this actually came up in the symposium on research and getting your
research published last week. In China, this is unfortunately the case. However, if more people were to
start doing good action research and publishing it, the research culture in China might change. Only you
(Chinese researchers) can prompt that change.

Damon Anderson: | feel that good action research can be a great stepping stone for the more hardcore
researchers. They can use the basis of the action research to build on and do more in depth research.
So, | think that a good collaboration between classroom teachers and researchers will greatly advance
the teaching and learning for foreign languages.

jinlimin: Thanks Fidelia and Damon! Hard work, | know, to change the way people think.
SAM RANY: What are advantages of Action Research?

Damon Anderson: This is a really good question SAM RANY. The advantages of action research is that it
is focused, practical, can be done easily, and can lead to immediate feedback that will improve the
classroom.

Li Fangjun: | hope this new research tradition will emerge and popularize in China sooner!

Batjargal Damdinjav: As an English language teacher in higher education institution | am particularly
interested in conducting action research in university environment. I'd like to focus on the issues of
motivating language. Also | am interested in doing research related to materials development at
secondary school level.

Wang Ping: Limin, | echo what Damon and Fidelia just said. And | think Journals like TESOL Quarterly
does publish action research articles. Also at our resource center, we have a whole series of books
published by TESOL on Planning and Teaching Creatively within a Required Curriculum for different age
groups of learners. Come and check it out!

Jeff: Setting up action research in a theoretical framework means results can be written up for academic
publication.

Jeff: First share action research with colleagues in a report. Then write paper for publication

Fidelia: I'm sure Damon is right, that the more of us who do it, especially in the international
community, the more credit and respect we can bring to action research. A good question above from
Jinlimin about what journals are more welcoming to action research. I'm also wondering if there are any
conferences dedicated to AR (action research).

Damon Anderson: Batjargal, action research can indeed assist you with both of your objectives. Go for
it. Let us know if you need ideas.



Phanisara: | think we need more conferences focusing on action research.

Jeff: Do presentations at confereneces help Chinese professors in an equal or near equal way to having a
paper published in a journal?

Damon Anderson: The most difficult part of the action research is to come up with a good research
guestion. One of the best formulas to use is: If | do "this" or change "this", will | get "this" result? END
Formula. You need to do something that is measureable. Would you agree with me?

Mandy: Hi, there. I've just been teaching for two years. It seems that many of my students suffer
dyslexia: they spelling of English is just horrible, they couldn't produce a readable essay, and sometimes
they don't have any thought when | assign them a topic. Is there any one who have similar problem?

Mandy: Eh, what i want to know if action research a reliable method, from my understanding, it seems
to be the teacher experimenting with whatever new ways to facilitate learning, then how could we
make sure our out-of-the- blue thought reliable?

Zhang Limei: Action research can help teachers to reflect on their teaching, but it is always ignored.
Maybe the main reason is that if teachers focus on action research and do some research about it, no
publishers would value their work.

Damon Anderson: Zhang Limei, | would like to disagree with you. If the action research is done well, it is
very informative to everyone interested in that topic or area of education. Publishers actually like good
action research. It is a deeper from of case study.

Anh Xuan: How to write an observation checklist?

Mandy: How many participants are needed to make sure what we found in our action research
generalized?

Damon Anderson: Anh Xuan asks a good question. Observation is one of many aspects in action
research. Rather than think of a list, | would suggest thinking more of a rubric. That would help you to
better and more objectively assess your observation.

Mandy: Would a class with 30 or so students be enough?
Damon Anderson: Mandy, a class of 30 would be enough to begin a good action research project.

Zhang Limei: Damon, you are right. Actually action research is fascinating to me. Sometimes | feel lost
on the road of research. You know it is really hard to have papers published in China, especially those
papers concerning teaching. It seems that theory things matter a lot.

Damon Anderson: Khun Nina, | agree with you, but would rather see workshops where teachers actually
get some hands-on experience with developing a basic action research model for their context.

Fidelia: On an informal level, teachers do a sort of "action research" every time we try something new in
our classrooms. We follow through on a "what if'' question and see how it goes. Or execute a new



lesson plan. Sometimes it's a hit, sometimes a flop. In this way, teaching is such a process of trial-and-
error. If we want our teaching experiments to be useful to others, we have to approachitin a
principaled way--noting the research question and subsequent steps and procedure carefully to share.

Damon Anderson: Jeff, have you done any action research on your writing project?
Fidelia: Damon, are there such conferences/workshops that you know about?

Damon Anderson: | have presented some in different places. | don't know of any that are coming up in
the near future. Itis not difficult to organize one.

jinlimin: Wang Ping, thanks for the info. I'll come over and have a look at certain point.

Mandy: Thx Damon. Sometimes you could expect a whole class of students with entirely different
proficiency, do you think it necessary to group them, say, into girl and boy groups? If i want to find out
better ways to improve my students performance in writing, | want to know whether more reading out
of class boosts writing proficiency, how do i measure the general improvement if my students were at
different levels when my research plan is carried out?

jinlimin: Jeff, conference presentatons are not the same as published papers in China.

Phanisara: Can we do action research solely for our own classroom purposes and not intend to be
published?

Damon Anderson: Mandy, you need to set your question (it seems you have a good one almost already
formed), then set your research design. You can look at different factors such as sex and age, individual
work vs collaborative work.

Damon Anderson: Nina, absolutely!

Zhang Limei: Teaching journals and students journals are needed for action reseach. Damon, may | ask
you a question: How to help students to record their journals?

Tony Newman:lJilin U.: Question for all: If the action research brings a change process that potentially
threatens established ways of doing things, how can we minimize psychological fears among the
teachers and schools?

Damon Anderson: Zhang Limei, you want the students to write fairly freely in their journals, so don't
give them too much structure or they will write what they think you want and not how they feel. Give
them an overview of what kind of information should be in each entry.

jinlimin: Mandy, it depends on how different are the proficiency levels. There's always variation in a
class. You can measure their proficiency level before you start the expriment and use SPSS to see if you
do have significantly different groups within your class. Then you measure them after the expriement
and see if diferent groups improve with different pace.



Jeff: To anybody worried action research can’t be published: Some sort of theory is the basis of almost
all language journals in the world, not just China. But, action research can be done in a theoretical frame
work. Yes, this is not pure theory that journals say they want, but it may add to current theory and be
published, Please consider that my last action research project was accepted as a work in progress
poster at SLRF 2009 conference in Hawaii (An international peer review jury selected my poster.) Then |
wrote a paper after the conference. | just found out that | will present this paper at the English Language
Shantou University. | consider that valuable. | framed the action research in Schmidt’s “noticing theory”.
| am now going to submit for publication. | just have to write to show how my work adds to current
theory. | believe | can do this. What | am saying is, action research can be written up for publication if
you are willing to try.

Damon Anderson: That is a great issue, Anthony. This is one way that action research can help over
simple observation. The action research actually has data and objective observation to help prove its
point. However, you need to think about how you present your action research to others. You need to
contextualize it. Most action research is for a small sample, so this should spur the researchers to do
more research to veryify the findings of the action research. So, if it is controversial, pose it as a
guestion to the researchers, not as a definitive find.

jinlimin: En, | agree with Damon, Zhang Limei. Another possible approach is narrative enquiry. | saw
Gary Barkhuizen's work once and he used it. He had a passage with blanks for participants to fill in. I'm
not an expert on it.

Wang Ping: English Teaching Forum--The quarterly Journal that our office distributes to English teachers
in China, also publishes action research articles. | think it might be easier and more relevant for novice
teacher researcher to start writing articles for such journals. The research and writing skills may get
honed as a result of the whole writing-to-get-published process and pave the way for researching and
writing for less-pedagogically oriented topics later.

Mandy: You did give me great help, jinlimin. I'm learning SPSS these days, numbers and formula are
killing me:(

Zhang Limei: Tony, that is a big question. No pressure, no progress. First they have to learn to face the
change.

Jeff: sorry that's English Language Conference at Shantou...

Damon Anderson: Action research can be done in a collaborative group (2 or 3 teachers, or a whole
school, district or province). It is very flexible in this way.

Damon Anderson: | think it would be interesting to do some cross-boarder/inter-cultural action
research here in Asia.

Fidelia: Back to the question of the validity and worth of AR, it makes me think about the actual
usefulness, practicality and reach of research. Not all teachers read or have access to the heady research
journals. | work with Thai primary and secondary English teachers. In my experience, for these teachers



reading articles more practially-based is much more useful than experimentally and theoreticaly based
research studies.

Jeff: Yes, Damon. Finding things that work in several countries would be helpful. Also, it would help
otehrs try tings they never imagined based on action research in another country.

Damon Anderson: Fidelia, that is true with most of the classroom teachers around the world. They
want practical things that they see have direct relevance for their classrooms and that they can easily
understand and put into practice.

jinlimin: | know, Mandy. | came across a book called "Statistics without Tears". | like the title a lot. |
guess you just need to know the basics first to start with. While olaying with your data you'll learn. | find
Bryman and Cramer's Quantitative Data Anlysis with SPSS for windows useful. Also Donyei's Research
Methods in Applied Linguistics has a chapter on the most often used tests.

Chollada Suawong: Hi all, In Thailand we have many research about teaching and the teachers often use
the data of the students marks, In Thailand we have many problems and we use some problems to think
about the way we will research.

Wang Ping: to follow up on Damon's suggestion for doing collaborative action reseach--it could be done
across discipline, too! such as English, Math and Chinese teacher work colloboratively trying to work out
the ways to motivate students in the classroom, or to address the problem of a group of students who
fail in every subject.

jinlimin: Fedelia, right spot on! That's the problem, isn't it? A lot has been published but not well-used

Fidelia: Damon, that would be great to do some international AR in the region! Anyone have topics
sprining to mind?

luo shaogian: HI everyone. Sheila says Hi here. Sorry I'm late as just back from the meeting of our
teacher education center. I've just browsed what you said and would be happy to share with you my
action research experience as a beginner with my colleagues at Hai Dian, Beijing.

Damon Anderson: We have had a couple mentioned today concerning writing and motivation.
Tony Newman:lilin U.: Damon: How could we remove ambiguity to frame a precise research question?

SAM RANY 2: How about teaching English for Specific Purpose? How can we set up the materials or
methods?

Fidelia: Wang Ping, that is a wonderful idea to have teachers collaborate inter-disciplinarily! Tightening
the teaching community within an institution seems a great way to support our students and their
learning pathways.

jinlimin: At the symposium that Damon mentioned earlier, Van Lier said that feedback is a hot topicin
L2 writing now. | assume students of different cultures may treat feedback differently?



Wang Ping: Hi Sheilal Welcome back to our chat. Please do share your AR experience with us. | know
you're an experienced researcher in many fileds.

Damon Anderson: Good question Tony, but not so easy to answer in a short format. One of the best
things is to think about how you will measure the results of the question. when you think about this,
this often helps to remove the ambiguity and refine your question.

Jeff: Tony here is a “refining a question about motivation” example. Original Question: How it was
possible to make students more motivated. “Motivation” is an inference of a behavior, not an actual
behavior. A term needs an operable, observable definition, like increasing the number of times students
speak in class. The number of times students speak in class is something one can observe.

Mandy: Hey Luo, tell us about your research, what is it like?
THUHAO: how to apply authentic materials in listening classroom?

Damon Anderson: Thuhao, this would make a great action research topic. Now you need to come up
with a good researchable question.

luo shaogian: As a beginner, | mean | never did action research before and | started in Oct. 2009. The
teachers joined our research as volunteers because they have all kinds of needs: some for promotion,
some for improving their teaching, some want to solve classroom problem they encounter in teaching.
The teachers I'm working with want to improve group work effectiveness and vocabulary learning
through reading and writing. Basically our action research is problem-oriented.

Tony Newman:lilin U.: Thanks...Jeff, are you measuring that individually or holistically?
Fidelia: Examples are so helpful--1 would love to hear one from Sheila's research.
Jeff: Holistically as per a classoom setting over time.

Damon Anderson: Fidelia, | agree. Perhaps it would be good if we posted some actual action research
guestions on our web site, with a link to the outcomes.

Batjargal Damdinjav: Batjargal: | like your idea, Damon

Damon Anderson: Fidelia, we could do an action research on the Access DVCs.
Damon Anderson: Which one, Batjargal?

Batjargal Damdinjav: Sorry, | ma late, but | am following the debate

luo shaogian: Hi Mandy, we've just finished the problem finding stage and have come to the research
stage. At the end of Dec 2009, we worked with teachers on how to design questionnaires. After every
meeting at Haidian, both teachers and my colleagues write reflections - which is really interesting

Jeff: Great idea Damon. | bet many would share and the list would grow.



Damon Anderson: Shelia, what was your research question?
Batjargal Damdinjav: The idea of publishing the research topics on your website

Fidelia: Yes, Damon, that is a great idea! We've already churned up so many pointers we could give
others who wanted to try our model of Access DVC. What | need to know is what steps we need to take
to make it principaled and shareable.

Jeff: Would like to see that Fidelia.

Wang Ping: Jeff, your comments remind me that to get teachers motivated doing action research, we
may start with a needs analysis: some may struggle with finding and refining the research topic, some
may have difficulty coming up with a feasible research plan, with coming up with appropriate methods...
We can do a seminar or symposium on this.

Jeff: Yes!
Phanisara: | agree with Wang Ping

Mandy: Sheila, do you mean you were helping teachers to design questionnaires? That sounds
interesting, but what good will this do to the teachers participating your research? | mean, will they then
know the effectiveness of their teaching by collecting students' response to those questionnaires?

Batjargal Damdinjav: For me the most interesting issues to be studied would be motivating students,
teaching pronunciation and reading which are serious problems among Mongolian students even with
2nd, 3d year students

Fidelia: Wang Ping, | was just thinking about this, too. | am getting inspired to propose doing AR with
teachers | work with. The first stumbling block | imagine, though, is motivating them when there are
already so many demands on their time.

Damon Anderson: Batjargal, those are similar problems throughout the whole Asia region.

luo shaogian: not exactly my research question, Damon, my middle school teachers'. | help them with
the research. | work with 7 teachers. my 7 teachers are indived into two groups: one group is doing How
to enhance stundent vocaulaery learning through reading and writing because they've found that
students learn words but are unable to use the words. The other gorup's question is To what extent
could we maximize the effectiveness of group work, because they've found they design many gorup
work but with little effectiveness.

Tony Newman:lilin U.: Wang Ping: Some ideas | have used are: keeping a research journal of classroom
reflections, document collection and analysis, participant observation recordings, questionnaire surveys,
and structured and unstructured student interviews.



Damon Anderson: Tony, you mention surveys. One of the editors last week in the research symposium
said that he refuses to publish any research that is based on surveys. There need to be other measures
and components as well.

Wang Ping: Fidelia, Thai teachers are not alone to think that way. Same here in China. We've got to
show that teachers may actually benefit from doing AR, if in the long run.

Batjargal Damdinjav: could anoyone share their experience with the action research done at higher
education school?

Fidelia: Tony, these are great strategies. | would like to propose reflective teaching journals to my
teachers. Any tips on this?

luo shaogian: Mandy, yes, questionnaire is one way to find out studnets' response to the problems they
want to do research on so to see if they solving some problems that are students' needs

Damon Anderson: We only have five minutes left in our chat. Would you like to continue this topic next
month with some examples of questions?

Wang Ping: Tony, | like the ways you listed. Were they used for some "'research question" , or just for
general reflective teaching?

Damon Anderson: Or od you have another topic you would like to explore more?

Fidelia: Yes, | think continuing this chat would be fruitful, especially enhanced with more examples and
specific talk about AR methods.

Mandy: If i were there, i'd be more than happy to be recruited to take part in your research...
Batjargal Damdinjav: Yes, I'd love to participate in this kind od debate again.

Batjargal Damdinjav: | think it would be even more useful if evetone contributes their own experience
on AR

luo shaogian: Fidelia, what I've done is like this: considering their time and owrkload, | encourage them
to write down - even a few senteces are fine - their thoughts right after each class. Two of them on the
gorup work are doing that now: for example, one of them wrote: As a matter of fact, when preparing
lessons | often plan everything only in mind without writing them out. That is due to my laziness and
lack of time. I'll try to keep more records in written forms as you have advised.

Wang Ping: Our next web chat falls on Tuesday February 9th at the same time. | will send out a blurb to
all. Stay tuned!

Jeff: | like this, but would also like chat centering on getting published. Perhaps recent results from
Beiwai Symposiu could be shared.



Chen Xiaoju: Hi, everyone, since AR is something I'm not so familiar, | just read what you all have
published today. Thank you all for your instructive ideas!

Tony Newman:lilin U.: Fidelia: One fun way | keep my journal is by looking for assumptions that
underpin my practice and then | develop a contrary argument. Then, | have two sides of an argument to
evaluate. These 'assumptions' can be anything that you 'assume' going into a classroom. This will take
some personal reflection...

Batjargal Damdinjav: Thank you, Damon and to all of you

Damon Anderson: Thank you everyone for participating today!!! Ping will put up the transcript of the
chat.

Wang Ping: Thank you Xiaoju for the comment! Thanks to all for your participation. Hope we'll see you
again very soon!

Jeff: Great. Thanks.
Fidelia: Thanks everyone! This was so stimulating!
Mandy: See you guys, hope to chat with you soon...

Jeff: Can | post this about AR? From Brown U.
http://www.alliance.brown.edu/pubs/themes_ed/act_research.pdf

Mandy: Special thanks to Damon, Jinlimin and Sheila for the insights...

luo shaogian: thank everyone. Damon and Ping, we beijing normal u gorup are applying for a
symposium on AR...

Damon Anderson: We look forward to seeing you in February! If anyone has something to share, such
as a model or a list of AR questions, send them to Wang Ping. We will put them up for the next chat.
Thank you all.

luo shaogian: Thank you Mandy

jinlimin: Thanks, everyone!!!l are we saying goodbye?
Jeff: YEs. Bye

Chollada Suawong: Thank you very much ,see you.

Zhang Limei: Thank all of you. | have learned a lot from you. | hope | can join you next time



