METHODOLOGY  (MET)
Unit 1 

Part 4
· Action research and your Master’s course

· Linking action research with assignment criteria 

· Getting started
Action research and your Master’s course

How you view the importance of creating opportunities and means of reflecting on your practice, uncovering your invisible knowledge and conducting AR is vital to how you go about this course (your course methodology). It will have an obvious effect on the quality of the assignment by which you are assessed. In this assignment, we expect to see evidence from the world of your practice (what you do in your teaching context). This needs to relate and connect to your reading. You have to find a focus for AR and read relevant articles and accounts of others' practice.

There is a danger in beginning this process of reading and losing sight of the parallel aim of reflection and gaining insight into your personal methodology. Other writers' examples, models and approaches can best be evaluated for their significance for what you might do, while you are thinking and reflecting on what you actually do do.

It is certainly worth thinking about beginning a piece of AR now, if you have not already done so. This may form the basis of your assignment, or you may end up choosing an entirely different focus. It is usual for MSc participants to choose a pedagogic problem or focus (an element of practice) and then articulate the underlying and connected issues (elements of theory). However, it is also the case that MSc  participants  sometimes start with a concept, read widely about it, and then think about the implications for the classroom. There are dangers in both and this is taken further in a later section of this unit (Getting started).
Linking action research with assignment criteria
	Task 11

1. Look at the example of action  research from Nunan (1993)  below and read over the notes on assignment writing in the Study Companion. (SC)

2. Now see how the criteria listed in the SC might relate to the example below.




	The Action Research Cycle: A Foreign Language Example



	1.
Problem Identification
-—>
A teacher identifies a problem in her 





classroom.    ‘My students aren’t using the target 




language ‘ (GERMAN)

2.
Preliminary Investigation
-—>
What’s going on? Recording and 




observing  class over several days.

3.
Hypothesis
—->
Teacher uses too much English.





The important stuff is done in English.

4.
Plan intervention
—->
Teacher increases target language use.





Teacher uses German for classroom 





management etc.

5.
Outcome
—->
Dramatic increase in use of German by 





students.

6.      Reporting
                                            -—>
Article in teachers’ newsletter.



	Nunan D. 1993. Action research in language education. In Edge J and Richards K. Teachers Develop Teachers Research. Oxford: Heinemann.


If you want to read the full article by Nunan, you can find it under Course Materials on Blackboard. 

Although we have already established that there is no necessary linear progression through the six steps above (or even that there must be six steps), looking closely at this example has probably demonstrated to you that the criteria for the assessment of the Methodology assignment are very similar. This reflects the Aston MSc’s commitment to the importance of classroom based research.

The following list makes direct comparisons between Nunan’s AR example and the MSc Assignment Assessment Criteria:

· Relevant contextual details are necessary so that the reader can gain an insight into your teaching situation. 

· Problem identification represents a focus.  

· Your argument and explanation makes your ideas, steps or stages of your investigation clear and justifies your procedures and interventions.

· Procedures make clear how you investigated the focus/problem and also detail the 'intervention' or change. 

· Evaluation is an essential factor in fully reporting outcomes. Evaluating outcomes might include discussion about the way you collected data (research methodology) and the effectiveness of any interventions/changes you have made to your practice (classroom methodology).

Getting started

In this section we will discuss how to get started on a process of AR and reflection. The first step is usually identifying an idea. This may start out as a general idea. `My students don't seem very motivated' is fairly general, for example. The movement to a focus, for example, on increasing the proportion of referential questions rather than display questions provides a much narrower `idea' or focus.

It is also worth saying that you may like to start small in terms of classroom research. You do not have to be too ambitious at first. Furthermore, as far as action research is concerned, there is often no need for a radical change in what you do in the classroom. Becoming a researcher does not mean stopping being a teacher. Elliot (1991) stresses the need for AR to be seen in terms of the continual interrelation between practice and research.

	Task 12      Getting Started

	The task is designed to get you to think about the differing approaches adopted by two MSc participants, Chris and Marion,. It is suggested that there is a tension in exploring your teaching context between finding out (looking in) and reading (looking out).

To further highlight the relation between your classroom practice, your reading of other ELT writers and the nature of action research, two possibilities are outlined below. Discuss them in terms of 

1. possible success in finding a focus for action research

2. possible dangers

3. usefulness in writing an assignment



	1. Chris decides, after reading part of the methodology module, that he is interested in top down strategies. Going to a resource centre, he selects three books and three articles and spends a weekend reading them. He develops a definition and generates several pages of useful notes, including key quotations.



	2. Marion has been dissatisfied with the way she gives feedback on writing assignments. She believes that students may not be taking much notice of her corrections and wants to try something different. She decides to select a sample of students and talk to them individually about what they do with their feedback. She also drafts a questionnaire for all the students she teaches to find out what kind of correction/feedback they find useful. 




These are familiar characterisations. The first participant (Chris) starts with reading and theory, and he will be left with mapping this onto classroom practice. Anecdotal evidence from previous MSc participants suggests that this is the most common way to spend that first period of thinking and getting started. This may be, especially for graduates, a familiar way of working. There are obvious limitations:

1. This may lead to a `state-of-the-art' type piece of writing. In other words it can lead to a trawl through major positions and concepts in this field. 

2. It is, at least in part, a result of a view of learning and development that the truth lies ‘out there’.

The second participant  (Marion) starts with considerations of practice and is left with placing this local investigation into a wider theoretical context. The danger here is that:

1. It may be initially difficult to find reading that is immediately relevant to your chosen focus from general methodology books. You may have to track down a few journal articles. 

2. It may be tempting to continue to collect more and more data and not leave much time for interpretation, evaluation and the development of  pragmatic theory from practice. Observations that are unconnected to the writings and experience of others are limited in ‘resonance’.

This is, perhaps, a crude comparison; however, it is worth thinking about now if you are going to make the most of this module.

You are being encouraged to undertake a planned piece of AR. Whether this piece of AR takes place  before, at the same time or after a period (or periods) of reading and reflection, is less important. However, this still leaves you with making a start.

Allwright and Bailey in a chapter called ‘Getting Started’ give the following advice:

...it would probably be best for you as a new classroom researcher, to start with a general issue you want to investigate and to use your thinking about that issue to help you decide what sorts of data you will need. (1991: 39) 

TASK  13

If your area of interest was writing, how would you narrow the topic down to focus on one clearly defined aspect of the teaching or learning of this skill ?

One final comment, connected with establishing a focus for your assignment comes in the form of an anecdote. When I started the Master’s course at Aston, my tutor told me that this focus ‘should be something small enough to grow’.  This is simple but powerful advice and, at the risk of stretching an obvious metaphor, a seed may seem small (and not able to fuel a 3000-4000 word assignment), but it soon flourishes and you will be engaged in a pruning job.

At the end of many subsequent units there will be an example of an MSc participant’s action research. These examples will provide further exemplification and clarification. However, there is no theoretical or practical substitute for getting started.
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