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Context and Underlying Aims
In many countries there is a strongly-perceived hierarchy of expertise within TEFL/TESOL. At the top comes research (carried out by university specialist academics) leading to publication of journal articles and books containing ideas which gradually filter into the consciousness of teachers, often through training courses and in-service workshops. Those who carry out research projects tend not to be active classroom teachers (except perhaps at tertiary level). As a result the gap between theory based on research findings and actual practice remains as wide as it has always been.

The underlying aim of this SEETA project is to seek to redress the balance by encouraging teachers to become active researchers, and for some specific TEFL/TESOL research to be classroom-based led by classroom practitioners. 

Constraints

One of the biggest problems that teacher-researchers face is their own perceptions of what research entails. Research is often seen as a theoretical exercise, engaging with books, computer files and the virtual world of the internet – not the real world of teaching and learning. According to Nunan (1989:2)
 the gap between educational theory and practice is one of perception and deeply-felt beliefs. Academics involved in research often complain about the lack of rigour with which teachers formulate and seek answers to their problems. They argue that valid and meaningful research must adhere to important principles such as generalizability and replicability – a very difficult proposition for a teacher doing some classroom research involving just one group of students. 
 
Teachers, on the other hand, are often impatient with academic jargon and emphasize the practical nature of the kind of research which they would like to carry out. More often than not, they are influenced by the academics’ arguments and do not regard themselves as potential researchers at all. The result is that teaching and classroom research continue to be separate activities. 
Other considerations that currently prevent classroom teachers from being researchers include lack of time, lack of confidence, lack of appropriate levels of support and feelings of isolation.
 
Potential benefits

Despite all of the constraints, this project seeks to engage teachers in TEFL/TESOL research because of the wide range of potential benefits.

For the TEFL/TESOL field, Nunan suggests that teacher-initiated research has the following advantages:

 
1. It begins with and builds on the knowledge that teachers have already accumulated.
2. It focuses on the immediate interests of classroom teachers
3. It bridges the gap between understanding and action by merging the role of researcher and practitioner
There is arguably another strong reason why teachers should seek to become active researchers. Kincheloe(1991)
emphasizes the empowering effects of research and the ways in which it can liberate individuals from being deliverers of pre-packaged coursebook products. Students stand to gain substantially from teachers who are actively engaged in asking questions about teaching approaches, teaching problems, activities and materials. And readers in the TEFL/TESOL field also stand to gain from the perspectives of teacher-researchers relating to aspects of classroom practice.
Finally, there are great benefits to be gained at an individual level in terms of increased knowledge, highly developed skill sets, increased confidence and better employability prospects. The key to all of this is publication of research findings in which SEETA can play an important support role.
Project Description
The project involves teachers engaging in small-scale rather than large-scale research. In other words, research aims will be very specific, will relate to designated groups of learners or teaching colleagues and will be completed within weeks or months rather than years. Many of the research projects could also be considered as action research if they are focused on particular classroom-related problems and potential solutions.
The project is planned in two stages as follows:

1. Collaborative Stage: This involves EFL teachers in the state and private sector in schools in Greece, Turkey, Cyprus, Serbia, Romania, Bulgaria, Albania, Slovenia and Israel. The aim is to choose a common small-scale research focus to be carried out by individuals in collaboration with counterparts in other institutions. The results will be published by SEETA in 2015 and will provide inspiration and ideas for Stage 2.
2. Individual Stage: EFL teachers will choose and develop their own research projects to be carried out in their institutions with the support of SEETA.
At both stages, we aim to find similarities and differences in EFL classes in the region.  We also aim to find out our students’ opinion of current classroom approaches, methods, activities and practices. 

Research Topics

The following list of possible topic areas was suggested by EFL teachers in a preliminary survey and opinions for and against each of them were taken into consideration when planning Stage 1.
1. Dealing with mixed ability groups of learners

2. Adapting coursebook materials to meet learner needs

3. Raising and sustaining motivation levels among learners

4. Using the L1 as a resource in the classroom

5. Innovative approaches in teaching speaking (or reading, or listening, or writing)

6. Corrective feedback techniques in the classroom - and their consequences

7. Preparing learners for tests/exams

8. Encouraging learner autonomy
9. Dealing with difficult individuals and groups
10. The use of technology and its consequences 

The chosen topic area for Stage 1
Title: The changing uses of technology in the EFL classroom
 

Research Questions:

 

1. What types of non-mobile and mobile technology do SEETA EFL teachers make use of?

2. How do different countries and different educational sectors vary in this respect?

3. How do learners make use of mobile technology as part of their EL learning?

4. What are the main challenges faced by teachers in the use of technology?

5. What are the main challenges faced by schools and universities in different countries?

6. What do teachers identify as examples of good practice in this area?

7. What has been published in each country related to this topic area?

Questions 1-3 aim to provide a snapshot of current classroom practices. 

Questions 4-6 explore teacher attitudes to the changing uses of technology. Similar questions could be added to explore the attitudes of EFL learners

Question 7 aims to provide an overview of context-specific publications in this area.

Implications:
This project is not just about the variety of uses of technology in different countries and in different teaching contexts, but it will also focus on ways in which changes in technology affect classroom practice – and the ways in which we respond as teachers to technological innovation. The topic area can also be quite emotive for some people for the following reasons:

· It is hard to pinpoint and define as it can include a vast range of hardware, software and resultant activities. 

· Some teachers fear technological advances - especially if they are made to feel incompetent. Other individuals feel empowered by such change

· Technological innovation costs money that could be spent on other things (teacher wages?), thus causing some degree of resentment in certain quarters. And it is often the case that teachers are not involved in decisions to invest in new educational technology.
· It is sometimes the case that learners are more attuned to technological advances than their teachers

· Above all, the introduction of new technology means adjusting to change. Many people react negatively to change, unless they can see clear benefits. Teachers are no exception.
Project Procedures for Stage 1
 1. Stage 1 of the project was launched at the end of September 2014 in at a meeting of TESOL Thrace-Macedonia with an audience of teachers from Greece.
2. The international launch of the project takes place in the form of a SEETA webinar on 21.10.14.

It aims to answer the following questions:
· What is the overall design of the project and what are its intended outcomes?

· What are its underlying principles and how will they be put into practice?

· Who will be involved? What do teachers need to do to become involved?

· What data will need to be collected?
· Which data collection methods will be used?
· How will data be analysed and compared?
· How will the findings be presented and published?
· What support and training will be provided for teacher-researchers?

· Who will provide this support? How can the group of researchers support itself from within?

· How will participants communicate with each other?

3. Further webinars will decide the design of data collection instruments and the procedures to be followed. Each webinar will lead on to a series of practical tasks, including the piloting of data collection instruments.
4. Data collection takes place in participating institutions in all SEETA countries

 

5. Data analysis takes place in conjunction with the final webinar in 2015.

6. Stage 1 ends in May 2015. The principal findings of the collaborative research project will be presented at an international event and published on-line and in hard copy.

Training Webinar Schedule
1: Designing a Research Project – Why? What? Where? When? How? (Tue Oct 21st 2014)
2: Collecting Data through Interviews and Questionnaires Part 1   (Tue Nov 4th 2014)

3: Collecting Data through Interviews and Questionnaires Part 2   (Tue Nov 25th 2014)

4: Classroom Observation  (Tue Dec 16th 2014)

5: Materials Evaluation(Tue Jan 20th 2015)

6: Analysing and Reporting Research Data(Tue Feb 10th 2015)

Webinars will be accompanied by on-line materials that can be downloaded from the SEETA website and printed. Sample tasks include the following:
· How would you conduct a data collection exercise in your own school? Who would be involved? What would the main problems that you would experience?
· (Based on a sample questionnaire). What are the main problems with this particular questionnaire in its current format? What changes would you make?

 

Project Procedures for Stage 2
In Stage 2 of the project (2015-16) teachers will carry out research within their institutions on a topic of their choice.  As the EFL/ESOL classroom is a complex environment and as the focus of research will be small-scale rather than large-scale, it is envisaged that much of the data collected by teachers will be qualitative rather than quantitative. There will be no requirement to conduct any form of statistical analysis or demonstrate that the data is representative of a wider population of teachers and learners. The validity of the data will be internal rather than external. In other words, teachers will collect data from a small group because of the inherent interest of what these people say and do.

Six main data collection methods are suggested as a result of the webinar training in 2014-15:
1. Text analysis: for evaluating and comparing teaching and learning materials

2. Interviews with teachers and/or learners: can be 1-to-1 or in the form of focus groups

3. Classroom observations: can be structured or unstructured

4. Teacher/learner journals

5. Questionnaires: can elicit facts and opinions from a wider group, if needed

6. Tasks: learners are asked to complete a task and results are compared. These can often be accompanied by follow-up interviews in which teachers and learners discuss the tasks.

Teachers then collect their data and publish their analysis on the SEETA website for open discussion and reference. There will be a support discussion forum on the SEETA website from the outset of the project so that teachers can share their concerns and so that they don’t feel isolated. This discussion forum will run until completion of the project in 2016.
Ethical Principles

Throughout both stages of the project: 
1. All participants will be informed of the nature and purpose of the research and their consent will be obtained in writing. (This is built into questionnaires. We will suggest a consent form for interviews and observations).
 

2. All participants will remain anonymous. Participating institutions will be identified by name unless anonymity is requested.
 

3. The research findings will be divulged only through the SEETA project
 

Dissemination of Findings

Collections of research papers will be published on-line and in hard copy. At the same time, conference presentations on specific projects will also take place.

The SEETA website address for the project
http://www.seeta.eu
· Open an account on SEETA and follow the project link on the home page

Project leader
Anna Parisi, SEETA Community Co-ordinator
Project collaborators

Desmond Thomas, University of Essex, UK.

Zarina Markova, South-West University, Bulgaria
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