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Abstract: This article reports on the introduction of an action research component into an exist-
ing graduate foreign language teaching methodology course for beginning foreign language teach-
ers (graduate teaching assistants and graduate students)} at the college level. The authors discuss
the implementation, benefits, and caveats of such a project, illustrated with samples of feedback
from the graduate teaching assistants’ journals, evaluations, and follow-up interviews. Graduate
teaching assistants reported positive attitudes about the project overall, at the same time express-
ing concerns about time constraints and risk taking (e.g., doing action research as beginning
teachers). Limitations concerning the depth of graduate teaching assistants’ understanding of
action research were noted. Four possible options for change are listed, and some conclusions are
drawn about the importance of a cyclical and exploratory approach to change in foreign language
teacher education programs in general.

Introduction

The teaching of foreign languages at the postsecondary level in the United States increasingly
reflects an interest in developing communicative proficiency, but at many universities, training
for university-level foreign language (FL) instructors may not fully reflect this change. One
major problem is that the curricutum for degrees in foreign languages reflects a heavy concern
with literature and/or the structural characteristics of language, with little attention to pedagogy
or provision for future faculty development. VanPatten (1998), for example, remarks that “prob-
ably less than 1% of the entire [foreign] language professoriat in the US is a specialist in applied lin-
guistics related to language learning and teaching. In short, we have no large population of lan-
guage educators at the Ph.D. level. University language departments are, by and large, depart-
ments of literature and culture” (p. 931; italics in original).

Many such FL degrees are obtained by teachers, but these professionals are nevertheless not
prepared to engage in a process of life-long professional development. That is, they neither help
teachers to use published research on teaching, nor provide them with a reflective problem-solv-
ing orientation to their own classroom teaching. This is a recipe for obsolescence; it implies a
serious risk that the postsecondary level faculty in training today will not develop in their level
of professionalism and use of pedagogy (cf. Berne, 1998).

At the same time, however, there is an extensive literature addressing changes needed in
the move toward more proficiency-oriented instruction in U.S. FL programs. Proficiency-
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based approaches (also called communicative approach-
es}, supporters believe, are likely to produce foreign lan-
guage learning and teaching that will better serve educa-
tional needs now and at the beginning of the 21st centu-
ry than did the older emphases on structure, translation,
and literature (Lee & VanPatten, 1995; Omaggio Hadley,
1993). Many proposals associated with moves toward
proficiency-based approaches call for U.S. foreign lan-
guage teachers to be prepared to assess and modify cur-
riculum, reflect on their teaching using “on a small scale
the processes Dbehind successful classroom-based
research,” or “conduct their own investigative projects”
(Nerenz, 1993, p. 190-191).

Calls for initiatives and actions of the sort Nerenz
refers to have appeared in the FI. literature for many years
(at least since Lane, 1962, and more recently in this jour-
nal: Zéphir, 2000), and draw on the long-standing tradition
of “action research,” a line that dates back at least to the
work of Kurt Lewin in the mid-1940s (e.g., Lewin, 1946).
Much action research goes on in professional fields such as
nursing, agriculture, rural development, management, and
business. (For a comprehensive review, see, e.g., Selener,
1997: also Atweh et al, 1998.) In education, teachers who
reflect on their teaching and conduct such action-oriented
investigative projects are known as teacher-researchers.
Typically, they begin with a general area of concern or an
aspect of their practice that they want o examine; thus,
research questions emerge from a teacher's immediate
needs and concerns, and through an initial phase of reflec-
tion on their work. Data is collected and analyzed. This
constitutes a further manifestation of reflection, and a plan
or decision is made to alter procedures or in some way take
action to address the concern. Once the action is taken, its
effects on the problem (as to whether it is solved or ame-
liorated) are evaluated. Further cycles of action may then
ensue. The cyclical or spiral aspect is a distinctive charac-
teristic of action research.

The investigative techniques used in teacher research
are mainly those of observation, interview, and analysis of
written material such as students’ journal entries and tests,
teachers’ anecdotal records, and field notes. Such work can
be described broadly as mainly using qualitative research
techniques, though quantitative techniques are also
emploved. (Many handbooks specifying action research
techniques now exist, one of the more thorough being
Altrichter et al., 1993. See also Anderson et al., 1994,
Freeman, 1998; Kemmis & McTaggart, 1988; McKernan,
1996; Winter, 1989.)

Ideaily, action research is collaborative (cf. Burns,
1999). Teachers in many contexts attest to the benefit of
getting together with at least one other teacher to talk over
their concerns, and having a second perspective can be
valuable in other aspects of the inquiry as well. In particu-
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lar, it can assist in the process of reflection and the devel-
opment of alternative perspectives for action, a peint
developed in particular by Kemmis and McTaggarts classic
(1988} work (see also Branscombe et al., 1992; Burns &
Hood, 1995; Cochran-Smith & Lyte, 1993; Duckworth
and the Experienced Teachers Group, 1997.} Another
important characteristic of action research is that the find-
ings of such research are immediately incorporated into the
programs {rom which they stem. The immediate audience
for action research is the teacher or teachers who conduct-
ed a particular investigation themselves, and then their fel-
low teachers—the other colleagues in the statf room, other
teachers in their section, and so on. And after that, or
sometimes concurrently; local conlerences are the sort of
venue where otre would expect to see action research pre-
sentations. Published accounts of action research in foreign
language teaching appear in a number of different media,
genres, and locations, including the academic journal
itself—at least one FL journal (Language Learning Journal)
regularly has a section containing such reports (e.g.,
Johnstone, 1990; cf. Green, 1996). (See Crookes, 1993,
and Chamot, 1995, for a more detailed description of
action research within second and foreign language con-
texts.) This approach is increasingly seen as needed and
useful in the FL teacher education curriculum (cf. Davis,
1997, for an example). Finally, with recent developments,
e-mail discussions have become an increasingly essential
part of communication and dissemination among
teacher—researchers, and electronic publishing of action
research (in, e.g., e-journals such as Networks!) is becom-
ing widespread.

Action research has tended to be conceptualized as
something that established professionals do — by teachers
with some time in the field, who on the basis of their accu-
mulated experience have questions and are prepared to try
something new to get answers. Relatedly, an action
research approach has also been seen as one of several
major models of in-service staff or professional develop-
ment (Sparks & Loucks-Horsley, 1990), including for uni-
versity-level teaching (e.g., Robert, 1993; Schratz, 1992,
1993); that is, as something the qualified teacher does 1o
move forward in professional competence and knowledge.
In recent years, however, there has been interest in explor-
ing its potential as a part of the early training of teachers,
either at the preservice stage or early in a teacher’s profes-
sional experience. Reports or discussions of efforts of this
kind have appeared with increasing [requency in education
literature {e.g., Altrichter, 1988, Gore & Zeichner, 1991;
McTaggart et al., 1990; Tabachnik & Zeichner, 1991), first
appearing in the FL literature at least a decade ago (e.g.,
Gephart et al., 1987 cf. Bell, 1997).2 Nerenz (1993) reports
that ACTFL has been supportive of such developments at
least since 1991, when a day-long symposium on these
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topics for student teachers was held for the first time at the
organization’s annual meeting.

Besides incorporating action research into teacher
education, it is possible to perform action research on
teacher education. That is to say, teacher educators, too, as
professionals, can reflect on their practices and take action
to improve them, reporting their efforts to their colleagues.
It is desirable that they do this, and disseminate the results,
since teacher education, and research on higher education
in general, has been underresearched compared with pri-
mary and secondary education. In a 1993 review of
research on foreign language teacher education,
Hammadou decries the lack of work in this area and calls
for efforts on a variety of methodological fronts, especially
through action research on FL teacher education, for
which (at that time} she could find no actual examples. In
this report, we attempt to respond to Hammadou’s call for
action research on FL teacher education

This paper will first present a project description fol-
lowed by our findings, including the benefits and caveats
of teaching and conducting action research with beginning
postsecondary language instructors. We cite examples
from teacher journals, evaluations, follow-up interviews,
and final evaluations that illustrate the strengths and
weaknesses that became evident during the life of this
projecL.

Description of the Project

In response to Hammadou’s {1993) call for the inclusion of
action research in teacher preparation, and in line with
growing initiatives in other teacher preparation programs
around the nation, we added an action research compo-
nent to an existing graduate course. This course was regu-
larly taught by one of the authors (the Methods Professor,
who was joined in this initiative by the Researcher), and is
recommended for new graduate teaching assistants (GAs)
in the Department of European Languages and Literature
(ELL) at the University of Hawai'i. The course carries cred-
it towards the MA in European Languages and Literature,
which is designed as the study of European culture as
expressed in languages and literatures.* This class, known
informally as “the Methods Course,” lasts for the conven-
tional 15-week semester, and typically addresses teaching
strategies, skills instruction, the teaching of culture, mate-
rials preparation, and assessment.

In the experimental version of this course offered dur-
ing the Spring Semester, 1997, besides the regular materi-
als and readings addressing an introductory overview of
FL pedagogy at the postsecondary level, we introduced
and reviewed materials on action research in educational
contexts, including extracts from Altrichter et al. (1993),
Ur (1996), and others. We ourselves approached the
course from an action research perspective, collecting data
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from our own observations of each others classes and
those of the GAs and graduate students, interviews with
these individuals, GAs’ office visits with us, and various
documents (e.g., lesson plans, observation notes, student
presentation reports, and term papers). During the semes-
ter, the Researcher attended about half of the class ses-
sions, and along with the Methods Professor presented the
students with a basic intoduction to action research.
Concurrently, the Methods Professer was teaching one sec-
tion of a first-semester course in Spanish, as a demonstra-
tion class in which GAs regularly participated. As a major
component of this experimental offering of the Methods
Course, students conducted action research projects on
topics arising out of their own teaching practices (in first-
year language classrooms). These included improving lis-
tening comprehension; adding and enhancing cultural
materials; the benefits of reteaching and retesting; what
makes students successful; study strategies of successful
students; using journals to improve teaching, and the
effects on motivation of wanting versus having to take a
language.

Teacher Participants

The 13 graduate students in the class were from a variety
of backgrounds. Five were from outside the United States
(Norway, Mexico, Chile, Sweden, Puerto Rico); the rest
were from Hawai'i and the U.S. mainland. Three were from
the German section of the Departments M.A. program, the
other 10 were from the Spanish section. Two of the stu-
dents were male and the rest were [emale, and all were in
their 20s ar 30s. All but two of these individuals were GAs
in Spanish or German first-year language classes in the
Department of European Languages and Literature (ELL)
at the University of Hawai'i during the course reported on
here. As such, they had primary instructional responsibili-
ty for these class sections. The remaining two graduate stu-
dents (“GSs,” henceforth) did practice teaching within a
Spanish class section taught by the Methods Professor.

Course Description

For most of the semester, one of the two weekly meetings
of the Methods Course was devoted primarily to discus-
sion of action research. Initially, we presented basic con-
cepts of action research and research methods.
Subsequently, the meeting was devoted to group review of
the process of conducting action research. Besides discus-
sion of readings, this frequently included small and full-
group discussions of problems and challenges the teachers
faced in carrying out a process that was guite new to them.

Although action research can be carried out alone, we
think that collaboration is extremely valuable, especially
for inexperienced teachers who are becoming familiar with
both teaching and action research. We strongly encour-
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aged the teachers to develop and carry out their projects in
small groups or pairs. As 2 result of these groupings, they
were able to conduct and discuss peer observations of each
other’s classes. The GAs also made extensive use of student
journals, which they requested from their students. These
were written mainly in English, with some contributions in
the target languages. As the semester progressed, and as the
student teachers became more knowledgeable about action
research, they utilized additional data collection tech-
niques, such as questionnaires and interviews with their
students.

An important feature of action research is the dissem-

ination of findings to other practitioners. With this in.

mind, we proposed that the Methods Course teachers
share their work with other language teachers from around
the state at the Hawai'i Association of Language Teachers
Conference near the end of the semester. As the date of the
conference approached, the teachers began to accelerate
the pace of their research and we began to rehearse oral
presentations of the findings gleaned from the projects.
This involved discussion of appropriate styles and formats
for presenting [indings to an audience of teachers. It
became obvious that the the teachers were [eeling pres-
sures and anxieties related not only to the process of action
research, but to presenting their projects to a live audience
of their peers (and senior teachers) — in most cases for the
first time in their lives. (GAs whose projects had not yet
attained sufficient coherence to be presented at the confer-
ence were required to share their findings in class during
the final two weeks of the semester.) This phase of the
action research project concluded with teachers submitting
to us their final written reports, sample materials, complet-
ed journal, and evaluative comments on the course as a
whole.

Originally we had planned to guide the GAs who had
taken our action research training as they moved on
their second semester of teaching, and support them close-
ly in their use of their newly learned action research tech-
niques. We realized, however, that this would tell us little
about their ability to make use of the techniques — or
about the utility of the techniques — because what the
GAs did would have mainly reflected power differentials.
The Methods Professor was the immediate supervisor of
the Spanish GAs, for example. Accordingly, we decided to
take a hands-off approach and simply observe what hap-
pened as the following semester unfolded. (An almost
identical procedure is described by Thorne and Qiang,
1996.)

Near the end of that semester, we conducted follow-up
interviews with the six individuals who had been in our
class the previous term and were continuing (o teach lan-
guage courses. We asked the now second-semester GAs
questions focusing on what use, if any, they had made or
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were making of the techniques or concepts they had been
exposed to the previous semester. Subsequently, we con-
ducted informal interviews and consultations with our col-
leagues about the implications of the project.

Findings

In this section. we present our findings, supported by
examples from the teachers’ journals, follow-up interviews,
and final evaluations regarding specific areas of the project.
The findings are presented in temporal sequence: The first
five subsections concern the initial implementation of the
course, then we discuss [ollow-up, and finally we consider
the project’s potential for instigating innovation.

The Action Research Project as a Whole

The consensus of the teachers was that the action research
project was beneficial as a whole.® The following are some
illustrative comments:

The action research project was a challenge. 1 saw it
as an opportunity to prepare for future projects
where 1 would like to integrate my other field of
study, psychology, into my German teaching {maybe
for a future thesis).

1 appreciate the idea of action research, as it means
that there is a level of assessment and evaluation
involved, which I believe is critical for analyzing
effectiveness in any profession.

1 feel this project was a great experience and I put
quite a lot of time and effort into it.

Time Constraints and Risk Taking

Although the teachers found the project beneficial as a
whole, many did have concers or problems related to it.
The comments centered on (1) time constraints and (2)
risk taking. For example:

It was difficult to participate in the action research
project because of being a first time instructor as well
as conducting research in class. There were many
things to conduct at the same time.

1 can see the positive aspects for action research but
not for beginning teachers who are just getting their
feet wet. J think they should be allowed to get used
10 their new position and be allowed to create a rela-
tionship with their students and not be forced to
examine every comment they make searching for a
research topic.
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I think the action research project was a little too
much to ask, for us first-time teachers, especially
when all the articles written were from experienced
teachers. 1 can’t imagine not teaching and having to
do one.

The action research project shouldn't be a part of the
class grade ... because its time consuming and it
not very clear. Nor did we have the proper guidance.

The action research project was interesting but the
course should state that we need to put in observa-
tion hours [e.g., out of class time observing other
GSs]. 1 was not able to observe every week due to
my work schedule and my schedule had been
already set.

Journals

The general consensus from the teachers was that using
journals in their classes helped them work more closely
with their individual students. Some teachers reported
using the journals for specific functions. For example:

... to have students communicate with me about the
class, if theyre having problems understanding
something

... 1o find out how students feel about the activities
in class, how students study, if students think they're
learning, etc.

... to uncover any personal concerns that the student
may have.

Most teachers had positive views about journaling. Typical
comments were:

I enjoyed the overall process of journaling with
my students as I learned more about them as indi-
viduals. ..

Journals are very helpful because they are a place 1o
reflect on my own teaching and on what’s going on
with my class, students, materials, tools, etc.

Faculty—Student Collaboration

‘We had assumed that the Methods Professor’s participation
in the action research project in his own Spanish class
would alleviate many of the worries of the two graduate
students who worked closely with him.6 In that Spanish
language class section, the Methods Professor worked with
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two graduate students who did not teach their own class-
es, and he himself modeled the action research process.
However, the professor found that in one case, the indi-
vidual appeared to hold back rather than take initiative,
hecause of the professor/student power differential. Too
powerful a model may have inhibited this individual’s will-
ingness to explore. The other graduate student in this class
also experienced considerable difficulties with the project.

Learner Diversity; Personal Characteristics
and Expectations

From the outset, it was clear that the GAs were a relative-
Iy nonhomogenous group, with substantial differences in
language competence (native and non-native), teaching
experience (zero to several years, in FL and SL settings),
and academic orientation (at least two students had previ-
ous experience with academic social science research).

Among the more successful students, we noted that
one had previous experience with both student journals
and counseling techniques; she fell right into her action
research project with no hesitation whatsoever. Similarly,
in one particularly successful pair of GAs — one from the
German section and one from the Spanish section — one
individual had previous experience with anthropology
field research techniques, such as note-taking and the use
of journals; and the other was interested in psychology,
particularly in learning theories. This turned out to be a
natural grouping for productive work.

The GAs who had the most difficulty conducting
teacher research were those who had set ways of concep-
tualizing and carrying out instructions. This pattern may
have made it difficult for them to either adapt existing rou-
tines or add new routines, thus hindering their ability to
effectively investigate concerns arising from their teaching
experiences.

The inductive and exploratory nature of action
research may have made the project difficult for some of
the teachers. Action research requires reflection and inter-
action Lo discover areas of inquiry. From such inquiry, the
GAs were expected to discover concerns that would be fol-
lowed up cyclically (ie., get more data, share further
reflections, interview students, etc. — cf. Burns, 1999).
Thus, action research grows out of classroom-based con-
cerns or issues. A few of the new GAs were especially
uncomfortable with their projects, at least in the begin-
ning, preferring instead a research project of a more a pri-
ori, theory-driven nature, though this runs counter to the
tenets of action research. For this small group, projects
were generated out of a desire to demonstrate the effec-
tiveness of a previously espoused technique or activity
type in the classroom (e.g., cultural videos), resulting in an
attempt to verily a priori hypotheses.

In general, even a small amount of relevant experience
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— whether in teaching or research — was helpful; GAs
who were totally new to the classroom struggled the most
with the logistics of the project; and those who did not
have a class of their own (i.e., they observed and assisted a
colleague) had the greatest conceptual difficulty with the
project.

Retaining and Using Action Research

At the end of the course (and later), had our GAs retained
anything of whai they had been exposed to and engaged
with, under the pressure of their new teaching responsibil-
ities? We interviewed the GAs who continued to teach the
following semester (about half the original group). They
were teaching introductory courses in Spanish and
German, similar or identical to those they had previously
taught, and were continuing in the M.A. program. We
asked them to give us an account of what they recalled
from the course. Most of them were able to give an infor-
mal, though admittedly not highly sophisticated, explana-
tion of action research when asked. For example, one said:

[Action research] means actively researching what
goes on in your classroom, documenting, getting
feedback right away from the students, trying to fig-
ure out the best teaching methods for that particular
class, because 1 don’t think what somebody found
out in another class — it might help your class but
there’s always room for growth and improvement and
different methods to improve teaching and that’s
going to depend on the energy of the class, student
makeup, everything comes into play. So T think
action research is collecting data studying your class
getting feedback from them, journals are really good.
I think that’s really it.

The use of journals for general feedback mentioned by this
GA ran somewhat counter to the action research approach
we had presented, which emphasized identifying a specific
central concern to be investigated over a sustained period.
In another interview, one GA remarked:
I'm so hooked up with other problems that I dont
have the time to choose one specific point to work
on, especially having such a wide variety ol students
that have different skill levels that I don't see what am
1 going to work on 'cause they're all different — well
they share many things in common but I have a hard
time choosing one thing that I'm going to work on to
benefit all students. Course, that would be very good
finding a topic or something to work on that when [
finish my research — I will have gained something
that could help me for the whole classroom not just
for one or two individuals.
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The emphasis that some GAs placed on journaling,
when we asked them to explain their concept of action
research, led us to worry that journals alone had become
action research in toto for these teachers. Journaling
seemed to have been the most comfortable technique, and
thus the most predominant one used, across the projects.
(See also the quotes in the following section.} In our fol-
low-up interviews, most respondents reported that they
had found it impossible to conduct action research since
the class they had taken with us, because of a lack of time.
They merely reported using techniques such as question-
naires, and student journals in particular, to gather feed-
back from the students concerning the form and content of
the class. For example, on the use of journals as a tech-
nique, some typical comments were:

I used journals but very general — I'm not going into
anything specific just asking them overall how they
feel. I'm very concerned about feelings. T usually tell
everyone lets talk about feelings in Spanish and they
open up and thats very good; I think they do talk
about how they [eel in class and they do give me sug-
gestion about how to do the class.

I don't do the journals regularly but in the middle of
the semester T'll be wondering how the semester is
going for the students so 1 ask them. to write a jour-
nal, tell me how it’s going, what improvements could
1 make, give me some feedback; and the students did
give me some feedback this semester. I guess they felt
that the class was a little slow so they said play other
games, think of something and ask questions to
guess what it is... Last semester 1 did the same thing,
ask them how the class was going. So that 1 feel is
important, to see what the students feel about your
teaching, whether they're learning or not, whether
things could be better. I like to hear from them
because for me it’s learning as well.

Umm, | would say just, you know, getting the stu-
dents’ feedback as far as, like, I'll ask them questions
like ‘how is the class going?, just a general question
and then T'll ask more specific questions.

Alternatively, one GA had developed a routine of using a
questionnaire with open-ended questions as a homework
assignment — as a means of getting feedback on various
aspects of his teaching.

Well, basically after the first exam I wasn't sure how
they were feeling... the first question was ‘how was
the class going, overall?’... then 1 would... ask
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specilically about my teaching style, was 1 compre-
hensible, do 1 need to write more things on the
board, is there something 1 should be doing better,
do they need more worksheets, that type of thing....
I typed up a little sheet of paper, and asked them to
answer the following questions to the best of their
knowledge. And I'm about to do it again as a sort of
follow up before we get to the new semester to see if
there was anything that changed anything that 1
improved on or anything they feel helped them the
most.

During the Methods Course, we had emphasized the
importance of the collaborative aspects of action research
and had set up most of the GAs in pairs, who either
worked on the same topic, or at least were to observe each
other’s classes and provide feedback on projects as they
developed. A few of the GA research teams worked well
together, whereas several others were less successful.
During the following semester, GAs did not, by and large,
observe each other; they were mostly observed by senior
faculty (if at all), as a check on performance.

As they looked back on the action research experi-
ence, most of the GAs were still convinced that, although
valuable, the project had been a very challenging thing to
have done in their first semester of teaching. However,
even now, after more teaching experience, given the insti-
tutional context, they felt it would be hard to find the time
to do action research, though several expressed a desire to
do so in the future. Several indicated a willingness to
engage in sharing action research, but only if time could be
formally allocated to it.

The Importance of Visibility

Action research may not fit easily into an established insti-
tutional context, and the introduction of action research
into an institutional context may require some structural
change. Ensuring that an innovative action research proj-
ect is visible may facilitate such change. We had planned
from the beginning to have our students present their
action research projects in an appropriate local forum, and
we ourselves intended to present a final report on the proj-
ect. What we had not anticipated was the beneficial effect
of the local visibility that the project attained as a result of
the students’ reports.

As mentioned previously, the teachers presented their
work at the state foreign language teaching conference.
This resulted in our GAs taking a prominent role early on
in the local FL. teaching community, and so the project and
its implications became visible to that community. Senior
members of the language teaching community were not
accustomed to seeing GAs or student teachers take an
active and exploratory approach to their protessional prac-
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tice. Subsequent discussions of the project emerged partly
as a result of the favorable impression the conference pre-
sentations had made, and involved the Dean of the College
and the Chair of the Spanish Division. They focused on the
limiting aspects of the M.A. in European Languages and
Literature curriculum — a 30-credit, two-year degree
whose relevance to teaching is questionable. As the Chair
explained in an interview:

‘We really don’t have a teaching degree, what we have
mostly is a literature degree.... And 1 think now we've
expanded it just a tad and I think linguistics is a lit-
tle more important, but the pedagogy is something
we don’t put a whole lot of emphasis on, we're not
training teachers, it’s not one of our goals, it hasn't
been, but in the background it kind of is because we
really believe in having good TAs in the classroom.

We were surprised that the Dean rapidly indicated a will-
ingness to involve Chairs and other stakeholders in a
review of the status of the course vis-a-vis the wider cur-
riculum.

Autonomy, or, Who Can Do Action Research?

When we explored the possibilities for change with the
Spanish Divisicn Chair, familiar themes arose. Time con-
straints were again an initial concern. However, the inde-
pendence of the traditional tenured faculty member was
suggested as a factor that might aid innovation. In the
Chairs view, “[An interested professor] could require
[action research] in the class, the pedagogical class.... He
has enough autonomy to do that.... Each professor [devel-
ops] their own course... If [he] really wanted to, he could
devise a course thal went over two semesters.”

On the other hand, the immediate institutional con-
text for such action research projects is, in one sense, the
body of full-time instructors who lie directly above the
GAs in the departmental hierarchy. As is common at U.S.
universities, the responsibilities of instructors are primari-
ly teaching and associated curricular responsibilities. They
are not required to carry out academic research. 1t is diffi-
cult to inculcate an appreciation of an action research per-
spective in GAs if they see no such appreciation in their
immediate seniors in the prolession. Furthermore, our
Instructors also experience major time constraints. The
Spanish Chair was willing to speculate about how action
research might be presented as something of interest to
instructors, but she could offer no immediate concrete
solutions to the problem:

For our own instructors 1 guess we'd just have to
make it feasible, attractive, accessible, and people

usually have to get something for their time -
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recognition, reputation, |its] certainly not going to
be money and it probably wouldn't be a course
reduction — we can barely cover our classes, the
Dean’s office would be very [skeptical] about giving
us a course reduction.

Scenarios for Change?

Our formal and informal interactions with colleagues
about this project, at this stage in its development, have
helped us think about the next stage in the process of
implementing an action research component in FL teacher
education. Although our initial intervention was not fully
successful, at least four scenarios seem plausible without
calling for further funding. First of all, a new course that
would permit appropriate coverage of methodological
material, both theoretical and more practical (such as
hands-on experiences, materials development, action
research, etc.), could be added. A second option would be
to split the current Methods Course into a two-semester
requirement. One semester could be a one-credit
practicum in which action research and materials develop-
ment are the focus, while the other semester would include
a two-credit course focusing on the theoretical underpin-
nings of FL teaching and second language acquisition. A
consistent effort to link theory and practice across these
two small courses would be crucial.

The third option would entail the inclusion of a series
of action tesearch workshops in ongoing teacher develop-
ment activities, such as those sponsored by the universitys
Second Language Teaching and Curriculum Center or in
conjunction with a local FL teachers’ organization. The
final — and possibly the most desirable — alternative is
the introduction of a Master of Arts for Teachers (MAT) in
the language of study, similar to those offered at other insti-
tutions. (See Appendix A for one possible framework.}
This would require students to take a healthy balance of
courses in teacher education. Such coursework would
address long-term professional development on an equal
footing with second language acquisition, as well as review
literature, linguistics, and culture of the target language.
Including an action research perspective would also ensure
the adequate integtation of theory and practice (as advo-
cated by, e.g., Tedick & Walker, 1994a, 1994b, 1995).

Some foreign language teacher educators might wish
to see the introduction of action research ideas deferred
until after students teachers have acquired a grounding in
theory and classroom practice. The predominant structure
of foreign language programs hardly allows this. Nor will
in-service projects necessarily include action research ini-
tiatives. So while it is true that action research projects
should relate to preexisting theory, it is questionable
whether action research concepts should be withheld until
some complete understanding of theory has been attained.
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Privileging theory over action research runs the risk of pre-
venting student teachers from seeing themselves as the
constructors of theory, not just its consumers.

Conclusion

As mentioned earlier in this paper, the trajectory of an
action research project is often presented as a spiral. One
assesses a situation or acknowledges a concern, reflects,
possibly consults with others, takes action, and establishes
whether the action has been effective. If the action has not
effectively solved the problem, the action is refined and
reapplied or a different action is taken. Several such cycles
may be necessary before a satisfactory position is arrived at.
Qur initial intervention was not fully successful, a key rea-
son being the nature of the pre-existing course, a first-
semester methods course for a cadre of student teachers
{most of whom had little or no teaching experience and
some of whom were not proficient in the target language).

Nevertheless, enacting a change and reporting its
effects, even in a relatively informal manner, may be a more
effective instigation of further change than one might
expect. There is a lot to be said for “just doing it,” then
making course corrections or changes that follow from this
action research approach. In any case, educational change,
when it does occur, very rarely follows upon pure academ-
ic research.

The focus of the majority of graduate degrees in for-
eign languages continues to be literature, in spite of the fact
that many of the students in these programs will become
language teachers, albeit unprepared to practice their pro-
fession. Correcting this recipe for obsolescence requires at
a minimum that we provide these future FL teachers with
tools, such as action research, through which they can bet-
ter assess teaching and learning, thus inculcating useful
procedures for life-long learning, review, and improve-
ment. Implementing such changes may be difficult, but a
failure to attempt rational responses to the problems we
know exist will obviously be fruitless. In spite of the draw-
backs highlighted, and in view of the benefits cited, includ-
ing action research in language teacher preparation pro-
grams holds promise for the improvement of learning and
instruction in foreign and second languages.

Notes
1. http://wwwoise.utoronto.ca/~ctd/networks/

2. For a recent substantial attempt of this kind in U.S. ESL
teacher education, see Markee {19962, 1996b); for work under
the more difficult conditions of EFL in China, see Thotne and
Qiang (1996).

3. The interest and encouragement found in these various
related literatures has been taken up by at least two Narional
Language Resource Centers, one in Hawaii and one in
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Washington DC, in the form of inquiries into the possibilities
that action research holds in FL teacher education as a form of
structured reflection on, or inquiry into, one’s teaching. The
Washington DC site has concentrated on training teachers in
action research. According to Jen Delett (personal communi-
cation, 1998), Research Associate there, “The Action Research
Project is a mentoring/teacher education project. The papers
that result from the project are from the participant
researchers.” The Hawaii site has explored action research
with student teachers.

4. University General Information Catalog, p. 124. The extent
to which the class is or is not specifically intended to prepare
students for a career in FL teaching will be important later.
The class actually is numbered as belonging to the curriculum
of the UHM College of Educartion.

5. Each of the separate contributions is from a different
teacher. These quotes exemplify, rather than exhaust, data per-
tinent to the finding.

6. Students who cannot research their own teaching obvious-
ly are at a disadvantage in a course of this kind. In our case,
they expressed greater worties about being able to complete
the project.
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Appendix A

Working Proposal for Masters of Arts for Teachers: Spanish

Specific courses are being determined with appropriate departments and curriculum committees.

Credit Hours Course meetings/Requirements

15 Second language Acquisition and Education: Teacher Education and Curriculum Studies,
Education Technology, Educational Psychology

18 Hispanic literature, linguistics and Culture Studies at 400 level or above

33 Total credits required



