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How effective is collaborative reflective practice in enabling
cognitive transformation in English language teachers?
Jovanna Matilde Godínez Martínez

Applied Linguistics Department, Universidad Autónoma del Estado de Hidalgo, Pachuca, Hidalgo, Mexico

ABSTRACT
This paper reports on an action research study conducted in 2015
with five in-service English language teachers from an ELT under-
graduate programme of a university in the central part of Mexico
over a period of 9 weeks by means of two video recorded classroom
observations and different spaces for professional dialogue (a focus
group, one on one feedback discussions and personal interviews).
Overall, the study revealed that teachers have the ability to be
critically reflective about their teaching given the appropriate condi-
tions which Reflective Practice (RP) necessitates such as opportunity,
time, and assistance from others, often lacking in everyday teaching
scenarios, traditional evaluative classroom observations and conven-
tional teacher education programmes. Hence, by challenging the
‘status quo’ of classroom observations in this context, the RP pro-
cesses carried out helped teachers understand and reconstruct their
teaching knowledge especially in terms of students’ responses to
their instructional decisions and the impact this had on how their
classes unfolded. It promoted an alternative way to fulfil the goal of
teacher development, not through a ‘transmission’ model of educa-
tion but through a process in which teachers learn and continue to
develop their skill in dialogue within a professional community.
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Introduction

Nowadays, there is a longstanding recognition in the field of English language education
that teachers must continually reshape their knowledge of teaching and learning and
therefore engage in continuing Teacher Development (TD) – Teacher Development in this
paper is seen as an inherent personal, conscious, ethical and moral commitment
as opposed to a simple technical responsibility (Mann, 2005). Nevertheless, previous
studies have advanced that traditional teacher education models fail to acknowledge
the backgrounds, beliefs, stances and teacher experiences that practitioners possess,
bring to training courses and permeate in their everyday practices (McDonough &
McDonough, 1997). Hence, educational philosophies such as Constructivism and the
Social Cultural theory emerged as a reaction to traditional teaching-learning paradigms
where learning outcomes were the memorization of mass content that had no further
application in students’ academic or real life and teacher education models viewed
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practitioners as ‘empty vessels’ who passively assimilated trending teaching methodol-
ogies (Dewey, 1933, 1938; Piaget 1972; Bruner 1990; Vygotsky 1987). Opposite of this
view, the philosophical and epistemological position of the constructivist and social-
constructivist theorists suggested that knowledge was by no means acquired through
instruction; both teachers and students brought their prior knowledge and experiences
into the new learning situations. Knowledge was therefore socially reconstructed and
co-constructed through personal experiences and experiences with others by continu-
ously testing hypothesis, encouraging thoughtful reflection of events, being critical
reflection a central factor in the teaching and learning process.

For the purposes of this paper I must now make a distinction between the terms
reflection and critical reflection in education. The first is taken as ‘looking back into one’s
teaching and drawing some general conclusions about the classes taught – ‘I had a very
productive lesson today’ or ‘This was not one of my best classes’ type of comments. As
opposed to critical reflection, where teachers reflect on their practice as a way to bring
themselves to the level of awareness of what they do and the reasons for this’ (Gün,
2010, p.127). It is one thing to reflect on your practice and simply move on to the next
teaching event as opposed to critically reflect on your teaching in order to gain aware-
ness and take action in line with those critical thoughts.

Accordingly, educational research approaches adhered to these proposed theories,
advancing new concepts and ways to go about teaching and learning as well as teacher
development. This study’s interest was on one of these emergent concepts also known
as Reflective Practice (RP). RP is a trend approach in teacher development and teacher
education programmes that takes into account input – evidentiary support from tea-
chers’ practices – and collaboration – collegial support – as fundamental components of
its process encouraging teachers to rely on previous knowledge, experiences, beliefs and
personal backgrounds to build on and co-construct new understandings with others
(Farrell, 2008; Richards & Lockhard, 1994; Wallace, 1998).

As expected, RP has been much employed in ELT research – since the early 1990s;
educational scholars whose attention has been on continuous Teacher Development
by means of Reflective Practice have aimed to establish a paradigm that looks at
English language teachers as being able to analyse, understand and develop their
practice after partaking in research; all of this in the efforts of drifting away from top-
bottom traditional teacher education models and evaluative teaching scenarios.
However, this prevailing theory on RP assumes that development is largely delibera-
tive and linear enabling an automatic and permanent change in teachers to better
their practices (Larrive 2008; Louw, Watson, & Jimarkon, 2014; Vieira and Marques
2012; Vo & Nguyen, 2010). More recent empirical studies have opposed this view and
advanced that only given the appropriate circumstances can RP be successful in
promoting on-going teacher development (Eröz-Tuga, 2013; Farrell, 2001, 2008,
2012; Gün 2010; Slimani-Rolls & Kiely, 2014). What is more, after having conducted
an extensive literature review on the field as well as a RP pilot study, two main issues
affecting the intended purposes of RP for language teacher development surfaced
and which this action research has aimed to respond to. Before explaining how this
research has tried to narrow this gap, it is necessary to first discuss the observed
dilemmas.
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Background

According to previous empirical studies, it can be stated that the Reflective Practice
paradigm for English language teaching was initially established as an interventionist
approach to continuous Teacher Development. It aimed for language teachers to
intuitively engage in critical rationalizations of their practice and from their reflections
make permanent changes or draw implications for their teaching (Gün 2010; Tomlinson
1999). This ‘positivist view’ strongly implied that critical reflection or reflective inquiry was
a linear process where individuals could clearly come to terms with their teaching on
their own. Hence, I found the need to conduct a pilot study in 2014 to try and put into
practice this understanding for English language teacher development.

Recalling on the pilot study experience – which made use of three classroom
observations and feedback sessions per teacher as well as three focus group interviews
within a twelve week time frame in a higher education context, results revealed that
participant in-service teachers superficially changed their practices in certain moments
of the investigation as they felt pressured not only to comply with the researcher’s
expectations but also to position themselves as reflective practitioners in front of their
colleagues when group discussions regarding their practice were held. Nonetheless, by
the end of the research, participants had all gone back to their known and routine
practices and viewed my investigation as one more ‘evaluative type’ of classroom
observation process where good and bad teaching actions were assessed and discussed.
I found no evidence in our individual discussions and group interviews to support
further rationalization processes or real implications for them as ELT practitioners.

Similar research findings in the field that show how teachers do not engage in
reflective tasks, especially when they understand them as imposed activities can be
found in Valerie Hobbs (2007). Her study made use of reflective journal writing in a
Teaching English as a Second Language (TESOL) certificate course. However, her parti-
cipants viewed journal writing as a course task rather than a means for critical rationa-
lization of their practice where strategic responses to comply with the required
assignment were employed. Conversely, the teacher mentors after reading the journal
entries sustained an ‘idealistic view’ of the RP approach as they believed the participants’
accounts to be reliable and not lightly written.

A similar study aimed to find out the opinions undergraduate ELT students had
regarding their experience in becoming language teachers (McCabe, Walsh, Wideman,
& Winter, 2011). A second research objective was to examine the students’ engagement
with the strategies and tools – written journals and focus group interviews – that were
believed to enable them to become reflective practitioners. Yet again, the majority of
the students in McCabe’s study referred to journal writing and focus group meetings as
mandatory tasks that needed to be completed after each class. Participants were not
able to identify RP as an approach to better understand their practice or that supposed
any type of benefit to their continuing teacher development. At most, they acknowl-
edged how discussing teaching matters with peers allowed them to build their teaching
repertoires. Tutors on the other hand, viewed RP as a continuous process that aided pre-
service teachers in understanding where they stand and the effects on their teaching
practice and most importantly as a strong support for continuous professional
development.
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Aside from noting that imposed reflective tools and tasks had poor results for partici-
pants as well as for the intended research purposes of the reviewed RP investigations; I
also became aware of other proposed approaches that held a positivist view towards RP.
Barbara Larrive (2008) as well as Vieira and Marques (2002) designed grids and reflective
practitioner level models as assessment tools to evaluate teachers’ practices in order to
determine their level as reflective practitioners. They aimed to establish an entry reflective
practitioner level that would allow a supervisor, mentor, researcher or even practitioners
themselves to develop intervention strategies to facilitate movement towards higher
levels of reflection. Through the use of these grids, practitioners would also have control
over their development by evaluating their actions while partaking in RP processes. From
this positioning in the field, it can be inferred that teachers were viewed as members of
homogenous professional communities who shared the same practices across various
contexts. What is more, teacher development through the evaluation and classification of
teaching practices was still a common assumption.

Nevertheless, the conditions under which teachers carry out their practices are
contingent on several aspects at various levels: personal, professional, institutional and
even social. Therefore, teachers will have personal needs and positions for engaging in
Teacher Development, as is the case for Reflective Practice and will carry out particular
actions and tasks that more often than not will belong to several of these descriptors at
once making pre-classified grids unfitting and linear to suitably describe any RP process.
Teacher behaviours and actions as diverse as they happen to be, cannot be caged,
classified or generalized and especially not evaluated when engaging in personal
reflection cycles – the reported results presented in the discussion section of this
paper sustain this view. Thus, reflective practitioner levels or grids may only serve as a
starting point indicating teachers’ readiness (Wallace, 1998; Farrell 2012) before enga-
ging in research, as was the case for the participant teachers of this study.

Overall, these empirical studies and others (see Ho, 2010; Louw et al., 2014; Vo &
Nguyen, 2010) show that mentors, trainers and researchers understand the fundamen-
tals of RP for language teacher development. That is, they understand that practitioners
need to be provided with a time and place to critically rationalize their practice by
means of reflective tools and tasks to better understand their teaching and its implica-
tions for student learning. Hence, they have made it a point to making ELT practitioners
become aware of this view through their research. Yet, the way many RP investigations
have been designed and implemented has resulted in oversimplified research processes
that expect a generalizable outcome for all participants with the ultimate goal being an
apparent change in participants’ practices and a homogenized view of what RP entails
for their teaching. My position as a reflective practice researcher however, assumes a
more socio-constructivist stance. Participants’ different types of knowledge, beliefs and
teaching stances are contemplated and acknowledged in the co-construction of their
own RP processes allowing them to select suitable reflective tools and giving them the
liberty to engage in the process according to personal perceived teaching needs.

Hand in hand with oversimplifying RP processes and expecting permanent changes in
participants’practices in order to classify themas reflective practitioners or not, I too identified
the teaching contexts and research environments under which RP research has been under-
taken as a second concern. Bymy literature review, I was able to observe thatmany RP studies
have been conducted in controlled scenarios such as formal teacher education courses or
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with pre-service language teachers where research participants did not comply with regular
class teaching schedules, hence, they did not face the many daily contextual circumstances
and constraints related to a teacher’s daily life. Opposite, researchers’ experienced ‘ideal’
circumstances as participants observed relaxed teaching routines where classes were used
only for research purposes and required no further obligations from the study participants.
What is more, participant involvement was to a certain extent obligatory as the RP tasks were
viewed as part of their educational programmes and expected to serve evaluative purposes.
These controlled settings differ in essential ways from naturally occurring everyday teaching
contextswhere teachers are facedwith demandingworking schedules and are constrained by
varying institutional norms and regulations. Therefore, the implications that RP research may
have for continuous teacher development and teaching practices may vary according to the
research environment in which a study takes place.

Methodology

(1) The research participants

There were a total of five volunteer teachers for this study, four women and one man, all
English language teachers ranging from young adults all the way through mature adults
pertaining to the English Language Teaching undergraduate programme of the
Humanities Faculty of a state university in the central part of Mexico. These teachers
work part time, they make up for the entire ELT staff and respond to the coordinator of
the BA. Their English classes are 8 hours a week per group therefore programmes are
longer and textbooks are different than those of other undergraduate programmes
within the Faculty. Participants are also content teachers in the programme teaching
subjects such as discourse analysis, the teaching of grammar and vocabulary, socio-
linguistics, and so on. The following table describes these teachers’ profiles more in
depth; the names given are pseudonyms in order to comply with ethical issues and
teachers are presented in a seniority and length in teaching career fashion. (add Table 1)

(2) The research design, research questions, data collection instruments and
analysis

The current action research study was positioned on a qualitative, collaborative and inter-
pretivist research paradigm. The study first centres on the value of creating a context for
professional dialogue by means of a focus group interview, which is non-existent in the
participants’ current professional community. A second focus is in the effectiveness of
using class videos as input evidence to enable a joint critical rationalization of the practices
observed in order for teachers to become aware of their teaching or in increasing teaching
awareness. Finally, attention is paid to how an increase on teaching awareness leads to
new teaching decisions and experiences, thus to a reconstruction of teachers’ knowledge
allowing teachers to engage in on-going teacher development. Nevertheless, development
would occur according to each participant’s reflective practitioner qualities and actions as
well as to their degree of involvement in the RP process and only in areas consistent with
personal perceived teaching needs. This is the central inquiry of the study, which examines
the role that RP might play in continuous English Language Teacher Development.
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Research questions

Q1: What is the reasoning behind participants’ teaching practice prior to engaging in a
reflective practice process?

Q2: How helpful is feedback from other sources and sharing perspectives with peers in
fostering critical reflectivity in teachers?

Q3: To what extent does collaborative Reflective Practice influence participants’ cog-
nitive transformation?

The focus group interview
Research question one was answered by means of a focus group interview, which was
carried out at the beginning of February 2015 in the Teacher’s Room of the English
Language Teaching undergraduate programme of the Humanities Faculty of this uni-
versity and lasted 95 minutes. The focus group interview was prompted on theory
driven aspects adapted from Barbara Larrive’s reflective practitioner survey (Larrive,
2008), Steve Mann’s teacher development definition (Mann, 2005) and Richards and

Table 1. The study participants.

Teacher Isabella
Teacher
Lucia Teacher Montserrat

Teacher
Monica

Teacher
Daniel

Isabella is a 47-year-
old English
language teacher
with 24 years of
teaching
experience.
Throughout her
career she has
taught in
Elementary school,
Middle school,
High school and
College. She
obtained her ELT
degree while in-
service and is
currently teaching
English 1 group a
and content
subjects in the ELT
undergraduate
program. Isabella
also teaches
English as a
Foreign Language
in other
undergraduate
programs within
the Humanities
Faculty.

Lucia is a 44-year-old
English language
teacher with 18
years of teaching
experience.
Throughout her
career she has
taught in
Elementary school,
High school and
College. She
obtained her ELT
degree while in-
service. Lucia
currently teaches
English 1 group b
in this
undergraduate
program as well as
content subjects in
Spanish yet in the
Education
undergraduate
program of a
federal university
in the state of
Hidalgo called
‘Escuela Normal
Superior de
Hidalgo’.

Monserrat is a 38-
year-old English
language teacher
with 12 years of
teaching
experience.
Throughout her
career she has
taught in
Elementary school,
High school and
College. She has
also taught
preparation
courses for
Cambridge
language
examination
certificates such as:
KET, PET and FCE.
She obtained her
ELT degree while
in-service as well
as Isabella and
Lucia. Montserrat
currently teaches
English VI, French I
and French II, as
well as content
subjects in this ELT
undergraduate
program.

Monica is a 33-year-
old English
language teacher
with 8 years of
teaching
experience. She
has only taught
English at College
level and she
began her
teaching career
once she had
obtained her ELT
degree. Monica
teaches only one
subject in this
undergraduate
program, English
VII. However, the
majority of her
classes are English
as a Second
Language in other
undergraduate
program if the
Humanities
Faculty.

Daniel is a 28-year-
old English
language teacher
with 6 years of
teaching
experience. In his
early career, he
taught children
and later moved
on to teach English
at College. He
began his teaching
career once he had
obtained his ELT
degree. Daniel
currently teaches
English II and
English IV, as well
as content subjects
in this
undergraduate
program and has
some ESL classes
in other
undergraduate
programs of the
Humanities Faculty
as well.
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Farrell’s Teacher Knowledge concept (Richards & Farrell, 2005). The most salient topics
were: teachers’ formative knowledge, experiential knowledge, choice of methodological
approaches, choice of resources, current teaching stances and beliefs, current position
towards teacher development, sense of agency in their specific teaching contexts as well
as the possible teaching constraints they face. This study aimed to provide a setting by
means of a focus group interview where together, the participants and I were able to
rationalize how they perceived to carry out their practices enhancing a dialogic space
where opinions and standpoints were built on by the beliefs and positions of their peers
(Bowen, 2004; Johnson, 1999; Richards & Farrell, 2005).

The focus group interview also served to explore teachers’ qualities as reflective practi-
tioners based on Barbara Larrive’s 2008 reflective practitioner grid. This allowed me to
provide evidence of participants’ reflective practitioner abilities, consequently, by showing
their RP qualities the teachers’ readiness before engaging in this research would also be
revealed. It has been proven that teacher readiness is a main factor prior to engaging in RP,
as it is not feasible to force anybody to critically reflect when their personal and professional
conditions do not allow them to do so (Wallace, 1998; Farrell 2012).

The focus group interview was carried out in the teachers’ and my own first language
– Spanish; together, we decided this in order to create a distended, relaxed environment
where everyone felt comfortable to express their ideas. It was also recorded with
previous written consent from the participants in order to have access to the informa-
tion afterwards for transcription and analysis.

The video-recorded classroom observations
The focus group data served to gain knowledge about the teachers’ practices and to
understand the reasons behind these reported practices – the how’s and why’s. By means
of this information I was able to construct a full account of each individual’s teaching
stance, these stances then served as observing criteria under which two video-recorded
classroom observations were carried out. With regard to research question two; it was
answered through the collaborative analysis of the two video-recorded classroom obser-
vations with each one of the participating teachers, which lasted approximately two hours
each over a period of 9 weeks. These video recordings were the main source for discussion
during the one-on-one post-observation discussions that took place immediately after the
observations were conducted. In order to carry out the second phase of the data collec-
tion, the participants of this study and I agreed on the most suitable time, date and
preferred group to schedule the classroom observations required.

The reasoning behind the use of video recorded observations was guided by previous
ELT studies that used the same approach (Farrell, 2001; Gün 2010; Eröz-Tuga, 2013; Ho,
2010) and whose authors have stated that ‘conducting classroom observations and
giving feedback to teachers is undeniably useful yet insufficient in itself to help teachers
reach a level of reflection that will optimize their professional development’ (Gün, 2010,
p.127). My role was to enable discussion by stimulated recall, ‘stimulated recall relies on
the videotape of a real situation. The principle involved here – stimulating an individual’s
recollection of what she or he was thinking at the time of an interaction – is aimed at
providing a look into the thought process leading up to an interaction, whether it be
teaching, learning or communicating’ (Rosenstein, 2002, p.30).
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Video reviewing served to collaboratively discuss what took place in the classes
according to the teaching stances and beliefs each teacher provided in the focus
group interview. This was aimed at answering the question ‘what were you thinking
when you did or said that?’ and gain an evidence based understanding of the teachers’
cognitive processes during the classroom sessions. There was no intention to give
directive feedback, but to interpret collaboratively with the participants, stopping or
freezing the recordings in points of interest to reveal their perceptions at that point and
their decision processes. This helped to notice routine practices and discontinuities that
otherwise could not be recovered from the simple narratives or field notes allowing for
an informed discussion of the teachers’ practices and facilitated the gathering of
comparative data between my field notes and the participants’ stances and beliefs.

Semi-structured personal interview
In order to gain knowledge to respond to the last research question, a semi-structured
personal interview was carried out in the first week of May of the year 2015 with each
one of the participants once the classroom observation cycles were over. Together, the
participants and I decided on an interview as opposed to a written tool as the whole of
the research had been undertaken in a spoken collaborative mode, further it is through
social interaction that ‘active learning evolves and each participant interprets, transforms
and internalizes new knowledge as a result of collective thinking’ (Vo & Nguyen, 2010,
p.207). Overall the main purpose of the final data collection tool was to have a final
account of the participants’ perceptions and stances regarding the reflective practice
process each one of them engaged in. The interviews were too video-recorded with
previous written consent from the participants and were also arranged to be carried out
in Spanish with a fairly open agenda, which allowed for two-way communication where
both the teachers and I gave and received information.

Data analysis
The aim of this case study was to gain insight and report the cognitive transformation
that participants went through while systematically engaging in collaborative reflective
practices; therefore, my data, which is mostly in the form of written extracts from oral
narratives (transcripts of the focus group interview, the one on one feedback conversa-
tions and the final personal teacher interviews) needed to respond to this enquiry.

Narratives in English language teaching are prized as they ‘offer insights into people’s
private worlds, inaccessible to experimental methodologies, and thus provide the insi-
der’s view of the processes of language learning, attrition, and use’ (Pavlenko, 2007,
p.164). Narratives can aim to provide accounts on subject reality (findings on how ‘things’
or events were experienced by the respondents), life reality (findings on how ‘things’ are
or were) and text reality (ways in which ‘things’ or events are narrated by the respon-
dents) (Denzin, 1978). This will depend on the researcher’s purpose for reading and
examining the narratives and the analytical approach one chooses to engage in accord-
ing to the research aim and objectives. Accordingly, in order to gain insight into the aim
of this study, in other words to access participant teachers’ subject and life reality a
content analytical approach was selected. Narrative analysis of subject reality and life
reality commonly appeal to some form of thematic or content analysis in order to
examine thoughts and feelings in a lived process but also to examine research contexts
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in a historic and diachronic manner when the context plays a key role in the develop-
ment of research as is the case of this study (Pavlenko, 2007). Further, since analysis in
both my research method (Action Research) and my type of analysis (Content Analysis)
simultaneously occurred as the data collection process began, I was able to highlight the
most salient points and themes which proved important in the subsequent data collec-
tion phases – in this case for the COs and final personal interviews – . This is one of the
main advantages of content analysis, the sensitivity to recurrent themes salient in
participants’ stories and thus to themes that are important for the following research
stages and overall development of the study.

My literature review was also drawn upon to decide on the way the concepts of
teacher development, teacher knowledge, reflective practitioner and reflective practice
would be considered within the analysis and later reported in the discussion section
of this paper. Hence, the process of data analysis was both data driven and theory
driven. An example of such analysis is provided in Appendix 1 where in order to analyse
the focus group transcript, the categories and subcategories selected were theory driven
and one last category was emergent from the data.

Based on this largely bottom-up inductive analysis approach, the following is an
overview of the steps followed in data analysis:

● Transcription of texts (the units);
● pre-coding and coding to capture both descriptive labelling and more abstract
features of the data by using words and sentences (the units of analysis);

● growing ideas by comparing categories and making links between them;
● and interpreting the data by drawing theoretical conclusions from the texts.
(Dörnyei, 2007:246)

Further, the use of methodological triangulation by means of a focus group, video-
recorded classroom observations and semi-structured personal interviews was carried
out as a means to strengthen the weaknesses that each one of the data collection
methods may have independently and at the same time enable better understanding
and outcomes for the whole of the study. I understand with Golafshani that the mere
use of ‘multiple methods, such as, observations, interviews and recordings will in itself
lead to more valid, reliable and diverse constructions of reality’ (2003, p.604). Examples
of data triangulation are provided in the discussion section of this paper where accounts
and extracts from the data analysis are given to strengthen discussion and arguments.
The use of internal cross-referencing was also enhanced so readers could find more
detail as needed.

Discussion of research results

This discussion centres on the implications revealed by adopting the RP stance described
and attending the gap I observed in recent empirical studies. It describes how my research
rationale did not only favour participant involvement for the RP processes to run effi-
ciently but it also allowed my research and its results to become of value for participants’
practices. The following four aspects will be the focus of this discussion: the researcher and
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participants’ roles, the need to systematize RP in research, the effects of Collaborative
Reflective Practice and how an understanding of RP is developed.

(1) The researcher and participants’ roles

As a traditional teacher trainer, I was used to taking over feedback conferences
imposing my views of ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ teaching practices not allowing observees
to reflect and construct meaning of their teaching. Hence, for this study, I opted for a
reflexive researcher and facilitator role refraining from giving directive feedback and
providing teachers with evidence and opportunities to rationalize the teaching knowl-
edge, beliefs and stances that guided their practices. This coaching/catalyst role
enabled sensitivity and peer support, which combined with a lack of pressure or
evaluation allowed participants to openly share failures and mistakes and construc-
tively analyse and criticize practices and procedures, which scholars depict as suc-
cessful authentic professional interactions that allow for critical reflection to take
place (Vieira & Marques, 2002).

Moreover, in assuming a facilitator role, the research participants too realized the
need to have an active involvement in their RP processes. They understood that the
more they became involved in the process, the more they understood their practice and
gained agency over their teaching allowing them to give critical well-founded explana-
tions for any changes in their teaching knowledge and teaching actions along this
investigation. The consistency in these roles was key for the reported positive research
outcomes.

(2) The need to systematize RP in research

Initially, systematizing RP by having a fixed time, tools and a place for collegial discus-
sions to take place was necessary in order to engage practitioners in the process.
Nevertheless, the systematization approach was negotiated; the research agenda, data
collection tools and ways of RP implementation for this study were discussed with the
participants considering the particularities of this real-life teaching scenario. Hence, the
participant teachers, physical spaces, daily teaching schedules and institutional regula-
tions were fully contemplated. A key part of this negotiation were the means by which
teachers would be engaging in critical reflection about their practice – oral conversa-
tions about their classroom observations (one on one feedback conferences) and
personal interviews to talk about their reflective processes. I consider that teachers
should be able to choose the reflective tools that best suit them – both personally
and academically, research tools that can make them feel more engaged during the
whole research process and generate reliable responses (Hobbs, 2007), imposed reflec-
tion tools or procedures can most probably obstruct the success of any RP processes.

(3) The effects of collaborative reflective practice

The combination of qualitative tools utilized to promote critical reflection and collect
data such as the focus group, personal interviews and video stimulated recollections of
classroom observations, resulted positive for this study fostering critical reflection by
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means of evidence-based discussions. Hence, this study first suggests that RP is eased if
teachers find themselves as part of a reflective community where spaces for sustained
discussions about their practices are provided. Secondly, by having perceptible data
upon which to discuss teachers’ practices supports the comments and opinions given by
the observer and the person being observed (Gün 2010: Yürekli, 2013). Discussions do
not merely rely on vague recollections of teaching events or on a specific person’s
perceptions, which increases the value to the discussions taking place and the depth of
critical reflection.

In this study, teachers’ reports gave testimony of gaining teaching awareness or
increasing their awareness as a result of watching their videos and jointly discussing
what they observed with the researcher. Teachers either confirmed teaching issues or
noticed new teaching concerns they had not become aware of by primarily observing
themselves teach. Those issues were then jointly discussed and rationalized enabling
participants to take personal further decisions and actions in their practices. Extract 1
illustrated by Map 1 and extract 2 exemplify this.

Extract 1

Researcher: And for instance. . . if you observe that you have strong and weak students,
why do you let them choose their groups according to their preference? If
you observe this affects how your class flows or the time it takes for them to
do an activity?

Daniel: Well I always ask them if they want me to group them up or if they prefer to
group themselves up. I think. . . I don’t know but since the very beginning I
tell them that my approach is like this: you’re grown-ups, this is college, if
you’re going to work, you’re going to work if you don’t want to, it’s none of
my business. I’m not going to be there to push you to do it. This is important,
they have to graduate with a proper language level, they’re going to be
English teachers and they can’t say ‘I kind of know’, they have to be good.
That’s why I tell them: if you’re going to work then you’re going to work and
if you don’t, you don’t have to, it’s your decision. I always tell them: it’s your
call. That’s why I always let them choose who they want to work with but I
had not stop to think that it may be affecting them and myself.

Researcher: Uhum, well it’s not the first time I hear this, your colleagues think the same
way. . . (Daniel interrupts)

Daniel: But yes, these students here are strong (pointing at the video), right now that
I’m watching this. . . in this group everyone is strong and this other group in
the corner most of them are weak. But I think so, now that I’m actually
thinking about it, this girl asks for help – the girl with the red hair – she has
difficulties but she is intelligent because she sits next to people that help her.

Researcher: At the beginning, you mentioned that it was their responsibility too and that
this was College and that they had to make their own decisions, right? I
remembered what you commented in the focus group interview: ‘I have my
share of responsibility but they have their share as students’.

Daniel: But part of my responsibility is to notice these things.
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Researcher: Well. . . yes. . . because when they affect how your class unfolds, well what do
you do then? What happens?

Daniel: Yes, I get it. . . I understand.
Researcher: I noticed this and I wanted to know why you thought that way?

Daniel: Well it’s just that I have noticed that if you make the teams, it could be
positive but negative as well. Because I have noticed that sometimes they
feel more comfortable when they pair up or group up with certain class-
mates, so if I make the groups, for instance Kelly with someone stronger, I
know how she’s going to react. . . When I tell them to group up I also know
who will end up together, I know. I also know their reaction when I make the
groups, everybody says: no! So now I don’t know how to do this. . . or
balance it.

Researcher: Yes, balance it.
Daniel: You know, you’re right I have to look into this situation because I always

allow them to make their groups and some teams are benefitted for instance
this one right here (pointing at the video) she is weaker but Ricardo is strong
and they’re friends so there is no problem there. The problem is for example
in this team where Christopher and Alba are at, they take longer and they
hold back the rest of the class. . . yes. . . I get it.

Daniels’ strong perception of making students responsible for their share on the
teaching and learning process is evident throughout his teaching. In his opinion, students
should be ‘mature’ enough to choose whom they work with and if they work in class at all.
However, there are students who possess this learner autonomy Daniel refers to, ‘a
freedom of action in learning’ (Breen, Hird, Milton, Oliver, & Thwaite, 2001), while others
sit and work next to their friends irrespective of their learning outcomes. Nevertheless,
after scrutinizing group work in his class video he began to notice that this strict
perspective of how things should be in college was affecting the outcome of his classes,
specifically in the time it took for the entire group to complete tasks. Together, we
observed that the stronger students usually finished first and the weaker ones took longer
than planned, which then allowed the stronger students to get distracted and drift away
from the class topic to talking about personal matters. This also led to classroom manage-
ment problems as students began to walk in and out of class and it was not easy for the
Daniel to gain control back.

Extract 2

Researcher: Is there something you want to mention or should I start?
Lucia: Well yes, I think in the focus group interview I stated that your group should

be new and your classes should be new even if it’s the same level every
semester. But no! I said it but I’m not doing it. I try to include new material,
different activities to not merely focus on the book and bring a new topic, a
topic from their everyday life but I don’t do it as frequently. It was until this
semester that I said, every week I’m going to bring something different to
class so students also feel different and that I’m not just following the book
structure because regardless of how many new exercises you bring, you’re
still following the book so it’s basically the same thing. But I have been doing
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this for a very long time, class after class and I’m like stuck in this routine.
This is because I’m in a comfort zone and this comfort zone impacts my
whole performance, everything, right?

Researcher: Yes! And, how did you get to this point? I mean, how did you come to realize
this?

Lucia: When I read the. . . after watching the class video I went back to the focus
group transcript that you sent us and I read what I had said. Then I read
your comments from the class observations and I noticed those inconsisten-
cies. I believed that I was being innovative and when I saw my class, I said
no, not really! This has really stricken me but for the positive. I want to
become better; I think everyone works to become better. I have been
observed before and they tell you what you want to hear, the good things.
But what I saw is not right. Because I have classes where I already have my
lessons planned and material to go with the plans. So, I go home and just re-
read the lesson and look for one or two new exercises but I’m basically doing
the same thing and it’s not right. It should not be this way. This is why I
accepted more groups, 7 this semester, because I know I don’t need to invest
my time on some of my classes. I mean, I know I have to better my practice
but I’m in this comfort zone and you leave becoming better for later, for next
semester, for next month. All of a sudden 2 or 3 years went by and your
practice remained the same, then Jovanna comes along with her study and
points out some things, things I already knew ha, ha, ha but that I pretended
not to notice or listen to, right?

Lucia’s example illustrates one more founding notion of this study, where it is
suggested that teachers should move away from routine thinking where actions are
guided by impulse, tradition, or authority (Dewey, 1938, p.35), to continuously engaging
in critical reflection in order to increase awareness of their practice. In other words, to
thinking carefully about what teachers do in class and the reasoning behind it, this can
lead to better future actions for their practice, also called reflective action (Dewey, 1938).

In our second post-observation discussion, Lucia commented that she had formerly
participated in other classroom observation practices yet the feedback she had received
was mainly condescending, focusing on her positive teaching qualities strengthening
her view that she was carrying out her practice appropriately and in accordance to her
teaching beliefs and stances. However, in those past observations the main feedback
had been a written report where colleagues or supervisors had ticked off teaching
factors – methodological teaching issues – that were observed or not. Complementary
to the observations, Lucia had been also required to hand in a written reflective report
yet she stated that there had not been any real reflection on her behalf. Researchers in
the field support Lucia’s remarks, stating that by ‘simply asking teachers to complete a
“post observation reflection sheet” after a classroom observation and expecting them to
think “critically” about their teaching has resulted in no significant change for the
teachers or their practice’ (Brandt 2008; Gün 2010).

Conversely, after Lucia was provided with the opportunity to observe her practice in
this study with the help of different types of evidence, she was able to critically reflect on
her teaching and increase her awareness. The impact of this raised awareness was
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noticeable, as Lucia was able to explain and differentiate the lack of a critical approach on
her former classroom observations, which only addressed ‘good’ things from her practice
and not the challenges. Further, I was able to observe some implications to her teaching in
her second classroom observation. For instance, Lucia chose to exclusively use the course
book for language structure practice, she still followed the program yet the way she
presented the topic was different from how it was suggested in the textbook. Her physical
position in the classroom also changed as well as her physical appearance; she decided to
dress younger and engage more with the class. By her students’ reactions I was able to
notice that they were enjoying the class and so was Lucia. When I asked, what had
encouraged her to take these actions she said ‘. . .becoming aware was the key, before you
only do things as a routine, you’re not conscious. I observed myself and now I have to think
before I act but I also needed to do something about it’.

However positive the participants’ teaching accounts were, it is important to mention
that teaching awareness did not lead to permanent or immediate change in this study,
yet it did lead them to begin a transformation on their teaching perceptions, which
impacted their subsequent teaching actions and decisions. Extract 2 is a clear example
as Lucia individually reviewed her class videos and compared them to the focus group
transcript becoming aware of a discontinuity between how she perceived to carry out
her practice and what occurred in her classes. After her discovery, Lucia decided to make
specific adjustments to her teaching and shared the experience with the researcher
critically comparing her actions and results.

I do not disregard the possibility of teachers becoming aware of their practice by
means of other methods yet teachers also reported that some of the teaching practices
they observed were already known to them. It was by observing themselves on the
videos that they were able to confirm their inner thoughts, which they openly discussed
with the researcher and at times with other colleagues. Further, after together critically
reflecting upon their practices, teachers were also able to propose changes to improve
their practice in the future (Dewey, 1933; Schön, 1983, 1987). However, teaching mod-
ifications were conducted only in the areas teachers perceived as necessary, experien-
cing ownership over their practice and development.

For the second cycle of video recorded classroom observations more critical reflec-
tions were verged including more descriptive and contrasting information. Participant
teachers had become more critical of their practice and initiated feedback discussions
asking the researcher to play the video in certain moments to provide evidence of their
rationalizations. My interventions also lessened, as my role was to listen and confirm the
majority of their thoughts with video-input and the use of my field notes.

All in all, having teachers become aware of a need to change resulted effective in this
study as opposed to telling them they should change as it commonly happens
in traditional evaluative classroom observations. The reported cognitive transformations
in this investigation and the further actions conducted as a result of cognitive transforma-
tion were self-regulated assisted by the collaborative RP process participants engaged in.

(4) Developing an understanding of reflective practice

Finally, this study illustrates how by teachers being active participants of their develop-
ment process was fundamental in helping them understand their practice and
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consequently establish experience based stances of what RP entails for on-going ELT
development.

Teachers’ new standpoints regarding their teaching and RP in this context were
reported in the final study interviews. Every single teacher gave an account of how
they thought about their teaching before their participation in this collaborative RP
study and why; accordingly, they also reported what made them change previous
perceptions to new teaching stances and the reasoning behind them. A key finding
was that participants’ understanding regarding Classroom Observation practices was
reconstructed going from a teaching assessment point of view to seeing classroom
observations as a means for teaching awareness and development. Moreover, teachers
realized the need to have an active role in their development such as being their own
feedback providers as teacher Monica states in Extract 3 as opposed to relying on
external agents (observers, supervisors and teacher training programmes) to point out
issues or changes to their practice.

Extract 3

Researcher: How would you describe a RP process according to your personal
experience?

Monica: It’s a process that helps the teacher obtain immediate feedback ha, ha, ha. . .
But first you need to allow someone to help you reflect because I am not sure
I could have started the process alone. I did need someone to tell me, hey
you need to be observed and video recorded, that’s the first step. The next
step would be to observe what happened, discuss it and accept it, right?
Because a lot of times people can tell me that I’m wrong, but if I don’t accept
it, I won’t be able to move from my comfort zone, I believe that it is another
important step. First you need to be observed, second, you need to see which
were your issues and allow for comments and critiques, third you need to
take action. And start with one issue at a time because you cannot correct
everything at the same time. It’s not magic! It’s a process! You can start with
the easier things to change and maybe that will help you to change the
more difficult things, right? Big things happen when you start with the little
changes. You can implement changes little by little, step by step, it’s not
going to be an overnight change. You need to be conscious about what you
are doing because maybe you’ll fall back to the same practices but if you’re
conscious you’ll also be able to notice and next time you’ll be more aware.

Monica describes Reflective Practice as a process that requires input and collabora-
tion in order to ease critical reflection and hence allow for teaching awareness or in her
words ‘automatic feedback’ of one’s practice to take place (Dewey, 1933; Wallace, 1998,
1998; Johnson and Golombek, 2002; Johnson, 2006). She further points out that becom-
ing aware then leads you to make manageable changes and to be attentive while
teaching as there is an existing possibility of falling back to old practices.
Nevertheless, she takes this as a natural step of the gradual change that RP involves,
according to Monica; gaining teaching awareness is the main goal. Researchers support
her position and state, ‘reflective practitioners learn from setbacks and continue the
reflective process’ (Copeland, 1993, p.354). Often, an action or a solution sets a teacher
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back or redirects related teaching issues enabling the cyclical reflective process to begin
once more.

By gaining teaching awareness and enhancing their ability to critically think about
their practice, the participants of this research experienced empowerment over the
changes in their perceptions and actions in the classrooms and were able to critically
give foundation for that transformation. I consider this to have been the most beneficial
and salient outcome for teachers and was only possible as teachers responsibly con-
fronted their teaching in a critical and collaborative way.

All in all the participant teachers coincided that RP is a cyclical and gradual process
that requires input and collaboration in order to ease critical reflection. It further requires
teachers to be ‘ready’ to break with routine thinking and fixed paradigms in order to
take action according to what teachers may become aware of as a result of partaking in
RP. However, engaging in reflective action is not equivalent to immediate change. Every
teacher has the prerogative to decide what to do with his or her gained awareness. Let
us remember that regardless of participants pertaining to a same professional commu-
nity, each of these teachers represents a particular practice. Hence, according to their
lived RP processes teachers may decide to search for alternative teaching approaches,
change styles, meet contextual needs, question their strategies and so on, yet a reflec-
tive action is necessary to complete the process. Murphy states, ‘teachers need to take
action when possible, on whatever they might be learning or becoming aware of about
themselves as teachers, about others and about students’ responses to their practice, for
the purpose of enhancing the quality of learning opportunities they are able to provide
in their classrooms’ (Murphy, 2001, p.500).

Study conclusion

As described at the beginning of this paper, this study has attempted to drift away from a
positivist top-down approach to reflective practice where participants are viewed as mem-
bers of standardized professional communities who share the same expectations, concerns
and professional aims. RP research within this view has been of an interventionist nature
with generalizable and linear conclusions and implications for participants’ practices.

Conversely, with an interpretivist view towards RP research, my aim was to observe
the reconstruction and co-construction of participants’ realities – in this case of English
language teaching – through the direct experience of teachers and my own experiences
and interpretations as the guiding researcher while partaking in this study. Accordingly,
different types of transformation occurred as a result of conducting RP research in this
context and challenging the status quo of evaluative classroom observation and con-
ventional teacher development as well as evidencing the complexity embedded in RP
processes. By complexity, I refer to the nonlinear way RP procedures develop at different
times and modes for each participant according to personal teaching stances and
beliefs, thus enabling individual results for each person involved regardless of teachers
pertaining to a same professional community. As a researcher, understanding this
complexity and extrapolating it to the research design resulted positive and enabled
the favourable results obtained.

Accordingly, by systematizing RP into practitioners’ everyday teaching provided them
with tools, opportunity and support to become aware of their practice and critically
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analyse it to properly deal with issues and discontinuities in benefit of their teaching and
students’ learning. These tools and opportunities had not become available to teachers
before this study thus confirming that RP as well as RP research are essential compo-
nents for on-going language Teacher Development.
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