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Abstract

Initiation into contextualizing mindful second language teacher education (SLTE) has
challenged teacher educators causing their retreat into mindless submission to ready-made
standardized directives. To revive the starting perspective in curriculum development in light of
the recent trend towards responsive SLTE, this practitioner research investigated how the
context was incorporated into the initial program phase. We reported an intrinsic case self-study
narrating the contextualization events unfolded in the first five sessions of an English language
teacher education program in Karaj, Iran. Selected factors guided data mining in an interview,
classroom interaction transcripts, reflective tasks, institutional documents, and the teacher
educator’s journal entries and recollections. The data underwent meaning-oriented, temporally
sequenced content analysis. We redrafted the resulting narrative after member checking, and
critical reviews. Afterwards, we conducted a layered context-bound thematic analysis on the big
story followed by further theme analysis of the existing and emerging facets of adaptive
expertise. Engagement in this narrative inquiry developed awareness of her practices and
professional agency, constraints and affordances within the context of SLTE program. The
findings extend narrative knowledging to the wider professional community of SLTE.
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1. Introduction

The field of SLTE has confronted decontextualized situations whereby
teachers’ personal, social, and institutional context influences on their
practices are rarely acknowledged (Freeman, 2016; Kumaravadivelu, 2012).
Following a fairly routine tradition, second language (SL) teacher educators
are mainly concerned with explicit transmission of disciplinary knowledge
of applied linguistics, specific content, skills, and prescribed classroom
procedures advocated by seminal global research publications. Through
such prescriptions, they often fail to adapt to the particularities of their
teaching contexts and consequently replicate practice (Freeman, 2016). It is
contrary to the contemporary emphasis on the incorporation of context
(Graves, 2009; Kumaravadivelu, 2012) in the substance of SLTE programs
(Freeman, 2009) to develop second language teaching (SLT) contextual
knowledge (Richards, 1998, 2012). It is devoid of chances for teaching
professional development utilizing the declarative and procedural
knowledge to generate new solutions to the problems faced in practice
(Maggioli, 2012) and for socializing into professional cultures as adaptive
experts. Despite the desperate need for contextualizing instruction
(Holliday, 1994), many teacher educators lacking the required adaptive
expertise (Hammond & Bransford, cited in Johnson, 2009a) rarely embed
their practices in the context of SLTE to structure teacher learning via
gradually contextualized participation (Freeman, 2009).

The flame of re-visioning context (Graves, 2015; Richards, 2015) in SLT
was ignited in our third co-author when she found her peer teacher educator
trapped with a top-down curriculum from the TESOL 2006 directives
replicating it since, at the institute where they worked. Baffled by the one-
size-fits-all view of teaching, she felt more determined to mind her steps
towards context-sensitive teacher education afterwards. To put SLTE
adaptive expertise into perspective, therefore, we brought into focus the
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starting perspective (Graves, 2009) in a SLTE program run by her to
undertake a self-study (Borg, 2015; Borg & Sanchez, 2015) of own practices
that deliberated over her adaptive expertise in contextualizing instruction to
raise awareness of her initial attempts, exploring the opportunities as well as
challenges throughout this learning journey, and their consequences for
mindful SLTE (Johnson & Golombek, 2016). This narrative inquiry
(Barkhuizen, Benson, & Chik, 2014), being part of a larger longitudinal
research, was supervised by two of us, her co-authors as experts in applied
linguistics and recounts the events unfolded through exploration. This
qualitative report, therefore, does not follow the strict quantitative research
article conventions in applied linguistics.

2. Review of the Related Literature

The question of second language (SL) teacher learning hence SLTE has
been subject to various conceptualizations in the history of SLTE
professionalism (Freeman, 2016; Johnson, 2009b). The more recent trends
involve teacher cognition (Borg, 2006) as situated, social, and distributed
(Johnson, 2009a) application of teaching knowledge and skills (Burn &
Richards, 2009), requiring context-sensitive, interactive, and developmental
engagement through teacher education (Burns & Richards, 2009; Freeman,
2016).

For sound SLTE curriculum planning, this study followed Graves’
(2009) context-sensitive needs-based framework. For the starting
perspective, therefore, we considered who the teacher learners were, what
they knew, and what their expectations were like initially and addressed
SLT adaptive expertise on the ending perspective. Decisions on the content,
instructional practices and evaluative plans about program effectiveness
were made on these bases. Context analysis (Graves, 2015), therefore,
involved recognition of the existing resources and constraints to ensure
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pragmatic feasibility (Graves, 2009) of the design through a scrutiny of
context parameters, and revealed minor discrepancies among the citations.
While Richards’ (1998) conception of the SLT context incorporates the
society, community, and institution, Graves (2009) considers the educational
institution, local community, state, and nation relevant and Nation and
Macalister (2010) exceptionally attach a political dimension to SLT
environment. This variability proved the analysis essential in the program
initiation and its enactment (Graves, 2015). Considerable overlaps, though
under different guises, in the context analysis cited (Dubin & Olshtain,
1986; Graves, 2009, 2015; Nation & Macalister, 2010; Richards, 1998,
2012, 2015), were also reassuring.

As a result, we conducted context analysis of the case under
investigation on two sets of factors-the institutional and social-which we
found most relevant and recurrent, and following Nation and Macalister’s
(2010), considered the political subsidiary, but discarded the economic
contextual features (Graves, 2015) beyond the scope of this study. We found
those contextual factors which were multi-dimensional, and incorporated
them accordingly. The resulting inventory included facets of the local and
the wider context of the SLTE case. Following Barkhuizen (2008), we
subsequently resorted to the interconnected context domains emerging from
teacher stories. The three-layered context comprises of: (a) an inner circle
small —s story of teachers’ practices derived from their thoughts, emotions,
ideas, theories and social interactions with people in the immediate teaching
environment; (b) a median capital —S Story as consequences of institutional
mandates, attitudes, expectations, and prescriptions without teacher control,
or manipulation power; and (c) an outer circle capital STORY of the wider
sociopolitical macro-context of teaching and learning restricting teachers’
power to influence their practices.
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Identification of the SLTE parameters towards contextualizing
instruction, a leading indicator of adaptive expertise (Farrell, 2014;
Maggioli, 2012; Tsui, 2005; Waters, 2005), appreciated Darling-Hammond
and Bransford’s (cited in Johnson 2009a) reference to teachers’ adaptive
power as the ultimate SLTE goal. Accordingly, adaptive expertise requires
balanced teacher efficiency and innovation exploiting skills and strategies to
plan, manage, implement, and assess teaching and learning, with
simultaneous adjustments to the unpredictability of classroom life besides a
degree of routinization. To enhance teacher learning opportunities based on
their awareness of the self and the context with adaptive expertise, Maggioli
(2012) adopts an MATESOL standard. The indicators of teachers’ adaptive
expertise are self-awareness, response to unexpected occurrences, use of
alternative supports for teaching and learning, use of reflection, as well as
engagement in learning, which unlike routine expertise (Bransford et al.,
2005, cited in Maggioli, 2012), rely on their use of ‘know about, know how,
and know to in a principled, pragmatic...integrative way’, (Maggioli, 2012,
p. 26) developing teachers' core competencies. In light of adaptive expertise,
contextualizing SLT involves teacher’s ability to generate new solutions to
the problems faced in practice (Maggioli, 2012). Based on Richards’ (1998)
definition of contextual knowledge, it is the expertise involved in the
process (and the outcome) of incorporation of knowledge of the society,
community, and institution into teaching, targeting teacher learners.

Viewed from this perspective, contextualization involves various facets
of adaptive expertise over the initial triggers, processes, and outcomes of
SLTE. As social activity (Johnson, 2009a, 2009b; Johnson & Golombek,
2011b); therefore, it incorporates socializing teacher learners in SLTE
substance, engagement, and influences (Freeman, 2009). To scaffold the
learning of contextualization, and to examine its enactment thus it seems
plausible to scrutinize teacher learners’ engagement in gradually more


http://dx.doi.org/10.29252/ijal.20.1.35
https://ijal.khu.ac.ir/article-1-2764-fa.html

[ Downloaded from ijal .khu.ac.ir on 2024-05-02 ]

[ DOI: 10.29252/ijal.20.1.35 ]

40 Stepping into Mindful Education...

demanding SLT professional activities. The focus follows Freeman’s (2016)
call for SLTE design-specific investigations of short-term and long-term
teacher learner socialization into the activity of teaching.

In this vein, the central challenge of how to operationalize
contextualization in this study lied in how it unfolded, scaffolding (re-
)conceptualization of SLT contextualization in the teacher learners at the
program onset. In the adoption of contextualization, following Maggioli
(2012), we adhered to principled pragmatism (Kumaravadivelu, 2003)
whereby we defined the knowledge base of SLT (Freeman & Johnson,
1998; Richards, 1998), and identified the program scope (Freeman, 2009) as
a springboard for strategic curricular decisions. This approach demands the
educator to be mindful- be responsive, become supportive, and boost
teaching expertise- which underlies responsive mediation (Johnson &
Golombek, 2016), through systematic instruction, scaffolding teacher
learners’ conceptualizations to regulate their activity, and develop their
adaptive expertise. Magnifying mediation, therefore, signifies the teacher
educator’s expertise to adapt to the particular, what is possible and proves
practical (Kumaravadivelu, 2012), challenging operationalizing located
SLTE to bridge the alarming teacher knowledge-skill divide (Freeman,
2016).

In the initiation of the SLTE program design, we followed Graves (2009)
on two considerable issues. To empower teachers with adaptive expertise in
contextualizing SL instruction, we primarily challenged ‘educating teachers
to replicate practice’ (Graves, 2009, p. 122), but required adaptive expertise
in contextualizing SLTE, informed by SLT/FLT standards (as cited in
Maggioli, 2012), as the SLTE outcome (Freeman, 2009). However, to avoid
the imposition of dislocated criteria for gauging teaching effectiveness, we
reserved space for teacher researcher’s exploratory self-study (Borg, 2013).
To that end, next we conducted narrative research (Barkhuizen, 2013),
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incorporating characters in interaction, time, and place, (Clandinin &
Connelly, 2000) as a subjective, and context-sensitive qualitative inquiry on
the particularization of the case.

This narrative case study (Barkhuizen, 2015; Benson, 2013) was a
practitioner auto-ethnography (Borg, 2013, 2015) as a big story (Bamberg,
2007) to explore own attempts for contextualization magnifying the self for
self-disclosure, but dissected the self-expressed picture later for the nuances
of meaning that it revealed in small stories (Bamberg, 2007). To this end,
we utilized both narrative analysis and analysis of narratives strategically
(Polkinghorne, cited in Barkhuizen, Benson, & Chik, 2014). In narrative
analysis, we used story telling for data analysis and reporting; through
analysis of narratives, stories provided data. Narrative inquiry (Barkhuizen,
Benson, & Chik, 2014); therefore, unified multiple data sources to
contextualize dilemmas, struggles, fears, triumphs and achievements
(Barkhuizen, 2013) at the outset. According to Johnson and Golombek
(2011b, 2013, 2016), self-authored narratives have transformative potential
as meditational spaces to externalize own perceptions of sophisticated
issues, verbalize thoughts theoretically, interpret experiences, and examine
qualitative data with reflection systematically. Narrative reporting of the
findings then extends narrative knowledging (Barkhuizen, 2013) beyond
agency via engagement in the research (Borg, 2013) and involves the wider
professional community in sense making, learning, and knowledge building.

One strand of narrative inquiry by teacher educators has allowed space to
share stories of their professional experiences, and extend narrative
knowledging. For instance, Barkhuizen (2008), a university lecturer on an
intensive postgraduate ELT course of general ELT and localized ELT in
South Africa, conducts a case study exploring context in an inquiry with
two-experienced and inexperienced-English teachers. The teachers write a
series of interconnected stories on given personal, and professional topics
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from which three levels of story applicable to their lives embracing
significant or problematic teaching and learning events, their desires, fears,
expectations and personal meanings emerge. The study illustrates each story
level using extracts from participants’ narratives. On the other hand,
Johnson and Golombek (2013) explore the transformative power of dialogic
interactions in a practicum blog between a teacher educator and two English
as Second Language (ESL) teacher learners in an MA TESL teaching
practicum in the US. The researchers trace the cognitive and emotive
processes that novice teachers undergo through the course using the
sociocultural notion of the zone of proximal development (ZPD), in light of
the teacher educator’s strategic mediations to scaffold the teacher learners’
thoughts and actions. One other case involves Kaur (2015), a Malaysian
teacher educator, on his journey with primary school writing teachers to
explore how their pre-conceptions of guided and focused practice writing
create a challenge for them facing free and open-ended writings. By scaling
up support, the educator helps broaden their vision of writing instruction,
gradually substitute their misconceptions about free writing by cognizance,
overcome their fear of language errors made by less-skilled students, and
show a more positive perspective of their students' writing abilities.

Outside the domain of teacher education yet inspiring in the
methodology of narrative inquiry, Benson’s (2013) narrative case study is
noteworthy. The study temporally organizes the experiences of a Hong
Kong student during study abroad in the UK. The timely experiential
revelations seek context sensitive explications through narrative thinking
which synthesizes experience into a unified narrative. As a result, the
narrative analysis constructs a coherent whole out of the pieces of data
content. That is, the outcome is a story that focuses on the student’s SL
identity development by the experience. The author constructs and then
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retells the learner's story, but leaves much of the narrative interpretation to
readers of the research report.

The review of the related literature reported here proves the versatility of
narrative inquiry backup for the present study. Johnson and Golombek’s
(2013) exploration of mediation, and Kaur (2015) study of teacher
cognition, aim to bridge the theory-practice gap. On account of the context,
Barkhuizen (2008) sheds some light on how SLTE narrows the gap, and
Benson (2013) offers a fresh perspective whereby narrative analysis and
reporting brings the context of teacher education into effect, and completes
the mission of narrative knowledging.

3. Method
3.1.  Participants

The longitudinal two-semester-long study was conducted in the Academic
Center for Education Culture and Research (ACECR) in Karaj, Iran. Site
selection was based on the possibility of gaining entry and permission for
this research due to our co-researcher’s ten-year experience of teaching and
running teacher education courses there.

Seven Iranian Teacher Training Course (TTC) candidates (one male and
six female) aged 22-45 from a variety of English and non-English
educational backgrounds were selected through convenience sampling
(Creswell, 2012; Dornyei, 2004) for this study. Moreover, given the nature
of the study (self-study), our co-researcher, a 44-year-old female PhD
candidate of Teaching English as a Foreign Language (TEFL) acted as the
main participant.

3.2. Instruments

To explore the issue under investigation, instruments including a focused
group interview with the participants, a SLT reflectivity questionnaire, the


http://dx.doi.org/10.29252/ijal.20.1.35
https://ijal.khu.ac.ir/article-1-2764-fa.html

[ Downloaded from ijal .khu.ac.ir on 2024-05-02 ]

[ DOI: 10.29252/ijal.20.1.35 ]

44 Stepping into Mindful Education...

Quick Oxford Placement Test released in 2001, the teacher educator’s
reflective journal entries, transcripts of recorded classroom interactions,
teacher-made tasks, reflective assignments adopted and adapted from
different SLTE sources, her recollections of running previous TECs, and the
documents on the ACECR official website were utilized.

3.3.  Procedure
3.3.1. Data collection procedure

A 50-session SLTE program comprising of two successive teacher
education courses, Teacher Education Course 1 (TEC1), and Teacher
Education Course 2 (TEC2), designed and run by our co-researcher (the
third author) was recorded with participants’ prior informed verbal consent.
The five initial sessions provided the data for this study. Initially, in the
sessions opening the foundation course, TEC1, demographic information
was collected and motives were identified through the focused group
interview and an English proficiency test. This understanding guided
orienting the participants to the course goals and perspectives. Based on the
collected teacher learner profiles, she designed, adapted and adopted tasks
(classroom scenarios, and personalization mainly) to explore the
participants’ mindsets concerning their teaching and learning experiences
and preferences. Contrary to her previous TEC experiences, she let her
syllabus emerge gradually during the course. The revision of the recorded
classroom interactions yielded adaptive steps in developing a spiral,
aposteriori syllabus to enhance responsiveness to teacher learners’ perceived
needs and concerns. The course readings were also incorporated gradually
along the unfolding classroom events. Moreover, the learners’ mother
tongue (Persian) was maintained as the main medium of instruction—upon
interpreting the OQPT results. Our co-researcher also attempted introducing
fundamental concepts of SLT (concepts of teacher education, TEC vs. TTC,
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teacher reflection, and context in language teaching) within the context of
familiar experiences, examples, analogies, or metaphors. The challenges and
affordances in engaging in the SLT social activities will be narrated in the
analysis section.

3.3.2. Data analysis procedure

The mixed narrative methods analysis incorporated three phases to enhance
the research credibility and dependability (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Patton,
2015). First, the various data sources underwent content analysis
(Barkhuizen, 2013) which was meaning-oriented, involved data mining
(Barkhuizen, Benson, & Chik, 2014) prompted by the selected contextual
parameters, and was temporally sequenced. The analysis focused on the
researcher exploring her contextualization at the interface between the self
and the social institutional context (Chang, cited in Stephenson & Harold,
2015). The resulting narrative met the requirements of narrative texts
(Clandinin & Connelly, cited in Barkhuizen, 2008): it was organized by
time, and conveyed the place, and the key participants in the classroom
interactions. The resulting insights were analyzed and reported via narrative
analysis, in Polkinghorne's (cited in Barkhuizen, Benson, & Chick, 2014)
terms, which formed the researcher’s auto-ethnography (Chang, cited in
Stephenson & Harold, 2015) as the big story of her contextualzing attempts.

To increase the credibility and dependability of the findings, we adopted
several data source triangulation strategies (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).
Firstly, our co-researcher’s prolonged presence on the site, observing the
practices and collecting data familiarized her with the participants and their
inner worlds. Researcher’s presence as a participant in the setting enhanced
reflexivity (Hammersley & Atkinson, cited in Stephenson & Harold, 2015)
through interaction with the research process, and its outcome. Constant
reflexivity through journal writing, for example, helped to externalize her
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assumptions, experiences, values, and perspectives. Such clarification might
illuminate her decisions and their interpretations. She also used an audit
trail, a detailed description of data collection, and categorization (Merriam
& Tisdell, 2016). Moreover, the researcher did member checks (Patton,
2015) for participant validation. The member checks (Murray, 2009) of the
first draft big-storied data analysis with two research participants took three-
hour independent sessions for paired reading of the story with the researcher
to clarify or remove ambiguities caused by the in-text academic
terminologies. It ensured the plausibility of her interpretations and removed
misunderstanding and misinterpreting the actions and accounts, minimizing
personal bias chances. Another strategy to enhance the trustworthiness was
peer review whereby two field experts critically reviewed the findings
(Stephenson & Harold, 2015).

The second step in data analysis, narrative re-writing (Barkhuizen, 2015,
Benson, 2013), involved the re-reading and re-living the narrative using the
feedback from the critical peer reviews to craft a more coherent story which
reserved space for critical reflection. So the researcher excluded the
digressions, included her responses to the feedback, and redrafted the
narrative to maintain the critical incidents in the plot. The product was a
more condensed version of the story in five episodes: opening SLT(E)
vision, SL teacher reflection, SL proficiency, SLT professional content, and
SLT context. The episodic divisions represented aspects of SLTE
contextualization in a relatively timely manner. Each episode opened with a
vignette portraying a relevant teaching challenge that the educator
encountered turning the topic into an issue for contextualization in SLTE.
The narrative was an intermediate product of the analysis.

The third phase involved thematic analysis of the reframed narrative.
Initially, theme analysis involved free coding of the data regarding the
interrelated context levels that the story contained, reflecting Barkhuizen’s
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(2008) relevant story levels. The exploration took place at the levels of: (a)
our co-researcher’s personal and interpersonal classroom context, (b) the
local institutional context, and (c) the wider institutional, and socio-political
context. Later, her contextualization thoughts and practices at each context
level underwent thematic analysis using both free coding with reference to
MA TESOL (Maggioli, 2102) preset facets of adaptive expertise and open
coding (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) afterwards to ensure credibility of the
findings, giving any emerging contextualization facet to tease out. Done
systematically, it added to the rigor (Barkhuizen, Benson & Chick, 2014) of
the data coverage. To achieve analyzer triangulation, a second field expert
concurrently coded 20% of the data in all rounds having familiarized with
the study aims and the data analysis procedure (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016)
prior to the coding, following a briefing session with our co-researcher.

3.4.  Design

The present research adopted a qualitative case study as narrative auto-
ethnography (Barkhuizen, 2015; Cresswell, 2012; Duff & Anderson, 2015;
Richards, 2003, 2015) to understand contextualization course-initially in an
alternative route (Freeman, 2016) institutionally-based SLTE program. To
enact context-sensitive SLTE (Kumaravadiveu, 2012), the holistic, in-depth
self-study (Borg, 2013) probed into the design, experiences, and processes
that the participants underwent. Thereby, grounded new understandings of
dynamics of adaptive expertise in SLTE (Tsui, 2009) were sought. To
maintain boundedness (Hood, 2009) of the TEC case system, we conducted
an intrinsic case study (Simons, 2014) advocating naturalistic closeness to
the case magnifying its internal complexity. To explore the SLTE context
for thick description of the attempts at contextualizing, through process
tracing (Given, 2008), we examined inductive evidence temporally.
However, this intrinsic case study has no claims beyond naturalistic
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generalizability (Given, 2008)-the thick descriptions, contextualize the
findings through narratives, so the readers can examine the transferability of
the findings to their own contexts.

Phase one: Writing own big story
My Adventures of Located SLTE

My adventures of SLTE have been vivid memories since | became a teacher.
Twenty-three years have passed, and teaching advanced level English is not
a dream for me anymore! Besides, | have been running teacher education
courses for around ten years. My teaching experience has also traveled to
other teacher education domains: Temporarily, | have supervised my
English teaching colleagues, observing their teaching and mentoring them.
Keen on my professional development, | have taken a host of teacher
education/ training courses voluntarily or as a compulsory requirement all
along my career life. In parallel, I have received mainstream higher
education in the field of Teaching English as a Foreign Language (TEFL)
whereby | have enriched the philosophical underpinnings of my SLTE
decisions which rooted long before | was a teacher.

In an attempt to explore and justify the enactment of our co-researcher’s
contextualization practices upon the SLTE program initiation, we produced
a quasi-narrative report. In the report, we primarily organized the revelations
of her principles, plans, practices, beliefs, understandings, hopes, doubts,
fears, and challenges and those which her TEC students shared with her,
under two contextual parameters (Richards, 2015) in the data. One
parameter focused, though not exclusively, on the teacher learners and the
other on the teacher educator. Therefore, seeking more coherence for deeper
exploration, we opted for a chain of layered readings and re-farming of the
story. That was why the narrative underwent extensive re-storying, which
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Barkhuizen (2013) advocates. The product of the first phase analysis has
been deliberately removed from this article as a matter of routine because of
the space limitation.

Phase two: Re-writing the big story

The following presents the outcomes of the second phase of the data
analysis. However, aside from the digressions and incoherence available in
the first draft narrative, the re-drafted big story has major overlaps content-
wise with the first narrative. The additions of the re-written narrative include
the categorizations, elaborations, clarifications, exemplifications, and
deletions resulting from our co-researcher’s re-reading and re-telling of the
story besides responses to the critical comments received through the
revision. To enhance coherence, and to extract the story plot, we had to look
backward and put together the disparate events of the past. The vignettes
which prompt the beginning of each episode are also appended to the
revised narratives and help with coherence. Thus the process altered the
temporal sequence of the original narrative-like report. Meanwhile, we put
less emphasis on time in light of the terminal objective of the study, a
process supported in narrative re-writing (Ricoeur, cited in Freeman, 2015).
As a result, we presented the journey as the following interrelated episodes.

Episode one: Contextualizing opening SLT(E) vision

It was the summer’s term in 2015 when | first met my seven TEC learners.
After | introduced myself, | invited them to take turns voluntarily and share
their profiles with the class. Thus in my first attempt to create rapport and
make a better sense of the context, | was informed about their academic
degrees and affiliations, current English proficiency, teaching experience (if
any), and reasons and aspirations for attendance. This course-opening
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interview also enabled me to contextualize my further decisions and actions
as the dialog unfolded.

Through the interactions, | learned that the TEC candidates were from a
variety of academic backgrounds. All but one held an English Diploma,
although 1 later found that their English proficiency was below this entry
level requirement. Regarding their teaching experience, and their experience
with teachers, they also showed remarkable differences which affected their
expectations from the course.

Adine, who attended this TEC at the turn of her first year experience
teaching English to beginners at the same institute, had already taken TECs
with me, and lamented that she had never had qualified university
professors by the age of 32, so she had lost the motivation to get her
bachelor’s degree, feeling disillusioned at university. She sought this chance
to share and resolve her present dilemmas, and teaching challenges. Niki,
45, an English Literature BA graduate with 15 years of experience in ELT
said that she was pushed by the frustration resulting from frequent critical
supervisor comments. Her confusion, therefore, had made her seek
awareness about teaching, and self-confidence by updating her professional
teaching knowledge. Afra, 28, held a BA in English Literature and had
taught English up to the elementary level at an institute for around a year.
She said, “I’ve come to improve my skills in teaching”.

The other candidates did not have any ELT experience. Mina, aged 30,
had a Master of Physics, the subject that she had taught for three years at
university. She expected that she could extend her pedagogical knowledge
to English teaching. She hoped to learn English better trough teaching it for
she believed effective teaching involves effective learning as a pre-requisite.
Ziba, 35, with a BA in Management, had tutored elementary school children
in Math. She believed she could make an effective teacher in English. It
took her a course-long challenge to realize how urgent it was to improve her
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English knowledge to fulfill the ambition because she had entered the
course without the required English competence.

Two of the TEC candidates lacked any teaching experience. Amin, aged
24, was a senior BA student of Industrial Management, but claimed he had
lost his confidence in the use of English due to his minimized exposure to
the language. His false assumption about TEC was to be there to learn
English which he felt he needed urgently for his major because he was more
inclined to teach Industrial Management in English rather than general
English. Neda, 21 years old, was a BS student of Urban Planning and was
just interested in learning teaching.

Through the conversations, | realized that their various visions and
passions for teaching created a big challenge to my contextualization. In
response, based on my past SLTE experience, | decided to choose the
candidates’ shared first language, Persian, as the main medium of
instruction. This decision was made despite my awareness of the
prerequisite SL proficiency for English teachers. Next, to maintain
responsiveness to the teacher learners’ perspectives, aspirations, and
attitudes, I deliberately avoided providing a detailed written course syllabus
at the onset of the course.

As a step to develop a more profound understanding of the course, | drew
the candidates’ attention to the course title, teacher education versus teacher
training (Richards, 2015). To clarify the distinction, | resorted to a familiar
analogy in the field of dentistry. | reminded the candidates how an educated
teacher would act differently from the one who has accumulated a handful
of ready-made mindless trainings. The analogy assisted the teacher learners’
participation in conceptualizing the fundamental theory-practice distinction
in interaction with me and aided me to introduce the course objectives. The
occasion was significant in contextualizing their language teaching
awareness in some respects. First, it legitimized the re-naming of the course
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to the less commonly experienced TEC. In response, many of them nodded
approvingly, and none complained. Second, it gave them the awareness to
decide whether to quit the course, or to feel more determined to take the
challenge of education. However, in the puzzled looks that | received, I
detected more curiosity, willingness, and disbelief than deep distrust which |
believed would resolve in time because learning teaching is a life-long
phenomenon. Therefore, they were informed of the extended SLTE program
comprising of TEC1 and TEC2, and recommended to continue to TEC2.
Consequently, even the most hesitant candidate, Ziba, decided to stay on the
course. That moment I called, “All aboard!” we started the life-long journey
still unknowing how far each passenger was destined to get along.

Episode two: Contextualizing SL teacher reflection

Detached for a while from my natural inclination to seriously think and
decide to (re-)act, my previous TEC practices had sometimes been
criticized—which made me re-think the incorporation of reflection in the
program. The criticisms were posed by those thoughtful candidates who felt
frustrated near the end of TEC1s, the moment they were given the floor to
express how well their ambitions for SLT were satisfied. Giving it a second
thought, I realized that the decision to reduce the course load by minimizing
the demand on teacher learners to think over SLT issues—concepts,
theories, and practices—had to be reconsidered for the crowded short-cut
was proven to have gone against the currents! Having learned the “two
roads diverged”, I decided to take “the one less traveled by ”—whereby |
attempted to mind every step of teacher reflection—“And that has made all
the difference”, to use Robert Frost’s.

To initiate narrowing the theory-practice gap, following Farrell (2015), |
aimed at extensive reflective engagement. | incorporated reflection as a
lead-in, in input presentation and through the practice phases. Initially, the


http://dx.doi.org/10.29252/ijal.20.1.35
https://ijal.khu.ac.ir/article-1-2764-fa.html

[ Downloaded from ijal .khu.ac.ir on 2024-05-02 ]

[ DOI: 10.29252/ijal.20.1.35 ]

IJAL, Vol. 20, No. 1, March 2017 53

candidates’ relative unfamiliarity with reflection and reflective action, partly
due to minimal reflectivity through schooling, made its contextualization
challenging especially as written self-expression. Given its significance in
teacher learning, | tried to encourage reflectivity, constructively engaging
the candidates in thinking over SLT issues to make a better sense of the
concept and maintain it. To justify the incorporation of reflection course
initially, I used familiar analogies and metaphors. Using the analogy of (not)
being “like a willow in the wind shaking,” | illustrated how reflective
teachers, constantly substantiating their decisions and practices have better
chances to survive like strong trees against high winds.

I also administered a SL teacher reflection questionnaire (Farrell (2015),
for a rough measure of the teacher learners’ reflectivity, and as a means to
familiarize them with the instances of reflective teaching practices in
planning, implementing, and assessing lessons. Since the questionnaire was
written in English, during its completion, | helped interactively to remove
ambiguities while the respondents, allowed to seek clarification and
comment on own practices, were on task. The questionnaire was also meant
to raise the teacher learners’ awareness of their own reflectivity in LT.
Despite the attempts to make the questionnaire input comprehensible, the
terminologies were too many especially for those candidates lacking
teaching experience, on a second thought. However, some voiced their
appreciation of reflection in teaching and declared that this experience had
opened their vision of teaching, demanding reflectivity.

Besides, | included reflective assignments in the program early on the
course. As an initial space for contemplation and reflection raising
candidates’ awareness about teaching philosophies, | encouraged them to
state their preferred instructional activities triggered by classroom scenarios.
The prompt was a two-page extract from Learning Teaching (Scrivener,
2011), including illustrated snapshots of classroom atmospheres depicting
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teachers’ attitudes, roles, and those of learners. The task followed the
general scheme of the book, but was minimally adapted to avoid intrusive
terminology. Their required justifications, while on task, helped to capture
their assumptions, beliefs and conceptions of effective classroom
instruction. When justified, the selection (and de-selection) reflected their
teaching principles (Farrell, 2015) and revealed their attitudes to
communicative language teaching (CLT). To trigger and contextualize
reflection on their pedagogical theories (Farrell, 2015), I also prompted their
favorite instructional techniques within the classroom descriptions. Their
responses, however, did not specify any in particular which gave a clue to
their lack of such conceptualization at the outset.

| attempted to contextualize the assignment of the classroom scenario
task, too. | gave the TEC students time, after an overview, to individually
read and make their choices. Afterwards, volunteers initiated sharing their
decisions revealing their sense of plausibility (Prahbu, cited in
Kumaravadivelu, 2003). In response, | kept silent mostly and avoided
critical comments which left ample space for the t