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This paper describes and evaluates an exploratory programme of teacher-initiated research
which was undertaken over a ten week period. A brief description of the context and the
actual process of the programme will be followed by the main focus of the paper - the
perceived outcomes of the process and the insights gained by both myself and my

colleagues involved in the research.

The Contex

The EFL department in which I have been working is in a college of further education in
the UK. The students are both full-time and part-time, both native speakers and non-native
speakers. Some of this latter group are studying subjects other than English and require
English language support; some are living in the area temporarily and working as au pairs
and some are more properly termed ESL students, and resident in the country but still
requiring language assistance. The department is staffed by two full-time
lecturers/administrators and eleven part-time lecturers. The atmosphere is generally
supportive and comfortable, but because most of the teachers only come in for short
periods of time to teach, there is very little communication between many of the teachers
on a regular basis. As a result there are rather limited opportunities for teachers to find
out what colleagues are doing in their classrooms and to ask anyone for help and advice.
Generally speaking, the teachers feel undertrained and are not very confident about their
abilities. They would like more in-service raining but, as simply another part-time
lecturer, T was not in a position to provide a teacher-training course as such. Instead, 1
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discover whether, and to what extent, teacher-initiated research might help to
ve these teachers' professional situation.

In attempting this I had three main objectives:

1. To combat the feelings of isolation (both personal and professional) teachers
might be feeling and develop a collaborative and supportive network.

2. To develop teachers' confidence in their own capacities to empower
themselves: building self esteem and autonomy.
3. To provide for a bridging between theory and practice: lacking a great deal of
inservice training, teachers felt the need for input but often failed to see the
relevance of books and articles or one-off seminars to their own situation.

This pilot study could not have the effects of a long term project but I hoped that the
insights gained could prove useful in making long-term future changes in this context and
to other teacher educators setting up similar projects. I wanted to exploit my position as a
member of the institution, with an insider perspective, to take a genuine part in the
classroom research while simultaneously acting as an observer of the process.

Describing the process,

i._The beginning

A starting point for any teacher-initiated research is the identification of a shared concern
‘amongst the participants - a joint problem which can be consensually addressed. Four
colleagues felt able to commit themselves to the project and after some discussion the
teaching of the skill of writing was identified as an area of common concern. Having done
; . preliminary reading and thinking about the area, we arranged our first group
ss. 1 had originally thought of all four teachers collaborating together but it only
sible to meet in two pairs, with me present al each meeting. We agreed that
ings would be held two or three weeks later in order to discuss issues and
fications to the original plan of action, to be followed by final meetings o

meetings 1 also asked participants to keep a diary. As
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who notes that keeping a diary helped her 'to sort out recurring issues, ‘lmp‘-ﬁfﬁﬁﬁi
questions, and points to keep an eye on in the future.' Writing a diary can thus be viewed
like discussion, as a discovery process - a way to generate and explore ideas, make
this way conduct an internal dialogue. I also

intended to keep my own diary recording my day-to-day thoughts and changing

connnections, argue, question and in

perspective on the project as a whole.
Wi FEL gr

I would now like to briefly summarise some of the themes raised and actions taken by the
participants over the period of the project. The first meeting to be held was with the two
teachers 1 shall call Claire and Sarah. There was a great deal of discussion about different
aspects of writing. Some recurring themes were the lack of enthusiasm for writing among
the students and the importance of having a reason to write. We also felt that students
tended to abdicate the responsibility for their writing to the teachers and looked at ways of
overcoming this, particularly at how we might deal with correction. The following plan of
action to address these problems was decided upon:

1. Talk to students about writing, finding out more about
their attitudes, likes and dislikes, problems.
Use a correction code
Put aside the first ten minutes for correction

W

Ask students to write on alternate lines, in order to
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facilitate comments and correction, including self-
correction

5. Ask students to self monitor, annotating with queries as
they write. (as suggested by Charles 1990)

Claire found a student questionnaire in Hedge (1988), entitled "'What do you think about

your writing?' which we implemented. The feedback from this was discussed in our second
meeting. It seemed that students were keen on improving the formal aspects of writing and
generally enthusiastic about the use of the correction code and, theoretically at least,
willing to take more responsibility. Claire was pleased with the results, commenting that,
1 think it pays off, I find that it does make them think.” However, as she goes on to add,
".if I had ten or twelve students doing it each time [ wouldn't fit it into fifteen minures." In
her diary, Claire concluded:
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