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El articulo muestra los resultados de una investigacion en tomo al proceso de una
investigacion-accidn cooperativa con estudiantes en un nueve programa de
espedalizacidn para profesores de inglés como lengua extranjera. Mediante enfrevistas
y andlisis de actas de reuniones con estudiantes y con asesores se detectaron
problemas que afectan el desarrollo de lainvestigacidn, Como aciertos del proceso,
se mencionaron las ganancias en t&rminos de aprendizaje y empoderamiento.
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Cetarticle présente les résultats d'une recherche-action portant sur les processus de
recherches-actions menées de fagon coopéralive par des &tudiants, professeurs
d"anglais débutants, inscrils dans un programme de professionalisation dans une
université colombienne. L"analyse des entrevues et des minutes des réunions entre
eludiants et direcleurs de mémoires a révélé les difficultés qui ont marqué le processus
de leurs recherches. Mais, elle a également permis de montrer comment ces éfudiants,
tout en se professionalisant, ont pu mieux s approprier de leur role comme professeur.

Mots-clés : recherche-action, , processus de direction de mémoire, professionalisation
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This article presents the findings of an investigation on the process of carrying out
collaborative action research with leachers of English as a foreign language in anewly
created graduate program, in a Colombian university. From the analysis of interviews
and minutes of meetings with students and advisors, important issues that impinge on
the successful development of the research process were found. The difficulties
notwithstanding, participanis emphasized the benefils of this experience in terms of

empowerment and leaming.
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or some time now I have been

promoting action research in the

context of language teacher
preparation, because [ hold the view that
“teachers’ involvement in research into
the ecology of their own classrooms™
(Burton & Mickan 1993, p. 113) is
probably the most effective way to
tackle the conflict between theory and
practice, and to enhance teachers’
professional development (Anderson,
Herr, and Nihlen, 1994; Crookes 1993;
Nunan 1993; Wells, 1994). For two
years [ was the director of a recently
created one-year graduate EFL teacher
education program (Especializacién) in
Colombia. I also taught and observed
courses, and advised students with their
monographs—a report of a piece of
action research on a problem our
students find in their own classrooms.
However, introducing action research to
our students and initiating faculty in the
process of advising students created a
lot of tension among faculty and between
faculty and students. Therefore, I
decided to carry out action research on
this experience with the aim of (a)
understanding the issues involved in
leaming how to do action-reserach, (b)
learning how to advise students engaged
in it, and (c) exploring how teacher-
friendly action-research really is.
Advisors and students of this program
were involved in this research because [
share Gregory’s (1995) view that
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professionals learn more effectively
reflecting on their own experience, trying
to solve the problems encountered in
their particular setting and through
interaction.

BACKGROUND

Our students in the Especializacidn were
mostly experienced teachers working in
schools, private language institutes, and
universities who graduated from our
language program where they had
received no training in research. They
generally held the view that research is
something done by academics on topics
that have little or no relationship to what
teachers do (Crookes, 1997), and
requires statistics in order to be valid and
reliable. The Especializacion lecturers’
experience with research had been
mainly the one we had acquired to obtain
a graduate degree in the USA or in
France, e.g. with experimental research
requiring complex statistics and/or with
a state of the art study requiring an
extensive review of the literature. Few
of us had carried out action research and
none of these experiences had been
published.

For the first semesterin our curriculum
the graduate committee had planned a
Seminar on Classroom Research withan
emphasis on collaborative action
research, in which students were
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supposed to be introduced to this type
of research, learn some basic research
skills and write their proposals for the
monograph, which should be the report
of a piece of action
research carried out in

When the advisors started working with the
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taking actions too late. As a
consequence, most research proposals
presented by the students had to be
reviewed and redirected when the
advisor was assigned.
By the time the

1hei_r classrooms.  gudents on their projects, we realized thar  Students were
During the second the Seminar on Classroom Research had  supposed to have
semester, they were prebably been too theoretical and too  their monographs

supposed to carry out
the project and write
the report under the
guidance of the advisor who was
assigned by the graduate committee
taking into account the students’
suggestion, and the advisor’s knowledge
of'the topic of the proposal and of action
research.

‘When the advisors started working with
the students on their projects, we
realized that the Seminar on Classroom
Research had probably been too
theoretical and too ambitious, and that
our students lacked academic writing
skills. During this seminar some students
for whom the technical aspects of doing
research were the most relevant ones,
started collecting data and taking actions
without having defined the research
problem adequately, without a clear
purpose and with instruments that were
not carefully designed. They also had
problems analyzing the data collected.
Some students had taken actions and
had not monitored them; others started
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ambitious, and that our students lacked
academic writing skills. evaluated, some were

still collecting data

and taking actions,
others were overwhelmed by the amount
of data they had collected and had to
analyze, and few had started the painful
process—‘labor’—of writing the
report. When the first two monographs
that were evaluated were given back
with suggestions to be substantially
reformulated, there was debacle.

The graduate committee discussed the
evaluation reports and decided to issue
some recommendations to be taken into
account before sending monographs to
the evaluators. These recommendations
were sent to the students of the first and
second cohort, and to the advisors.
Students whose monographs had to be
reformulated felt very discouraged and
distanced themselves from the advisor.
Other students who thought they had
almost finished their report and who
realized they had to take into account
many aspects they had not paid attention
to asked for a change of advisor.
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To sum up, students of the first cohort
took much longer than expected carrying
out their research projects. Besides the
problems already mentioned, they
thought they could start writing the report
once they had finished taking actions and
gathering data. Students and advisors
realized too late how much time the
analysis would take and how important
itis to analyze data as they are gathered
s0 as to evaluate the actions taken, and
decide on the future course of the
research. A year and a half afler students
had finished their courses, only four
monographs had been evaluated and
approved, five were still pending.

Having learned some lessons from
advising the first cohort, the graduate
committee planned things better for the
second cohort of students. Theresearch
seminar was less ambitious, focused just
on action research, and included more
practical exercises in collecting and
analyzing data. For example, students
carried out interviews and administered
questionnaires to their students and
colleagues in order to clarify the research
problem they wanted to work on. By
the end of the semester some students
presented a well defined project; others
had to work on it further with the advisor.
Even though the situation improved,
students still took too long to fulfill the
reguirements for graduation.
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METHOD

As a first step in the inquiry I performed
documentary analysis. I read the minutes
of the meetings of the graduate
committee in charge of the Especializa-
cién, in which experts, advisors, and
students who had had problems with
their monographs had stated their points
of view. I also reviewed university
manuals and letters dealing with the
problem. The second step involved
reading some relevant articles on
postgraduate supervision (Zuber-Skerrit
& Ryan 1994), collaboration (Aspland,
MacPherson, Proudford & Whitmore,
1996; Kember et al. 1997; Peterat &
Smith, 1996), and reporting research
(Brown, 1994; Walker, 1997), which
gave me a framework to analyze the
documents mentioned previously. From
this analysis some agreements and
disagreements among students and
advisors emerged. I then conducted
unstructured interviews with three
advisors and six students—four of the
first cohort and two of the second one—
about the relevant issues mentioned in
the meetings with the intention to clarify
the disagreements found. Finally, inorder
to validate the findings, a draft of this
paper was submitted to the participants
in this research, who commented on it
and confirmed it represented the
situation.
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FINDINGS

In this section I present the major
themes that emerged from the analysis
of the information: time management,
collaboration, views on action research,
and students’s and advisors’ growth. |
also discuss them in the light of the
review ofthe literature.

TIME MANAGEMENT

Students had alot of difficulty managing
time in order to plan their research
activities because of the multiple activities
they had to perform in the different ro-
les they play in society (Denicolo &
Pope, 1994). As graduate students they
attended courses and read extensively
to prepare workshops, presentations
and to write course papers. As teachers
they had to perform a variety of duties
such as preparing and teaching classes,
attending meetings with parents and
colleagues, organizing school events,
and filling out qualitative reports on
students’ progress. As novice
researchers they had to collect and
analyze data to define the problem and
to monitor the actions taken, meet with
their co-researcher(s) and their advisor,
and, last but not least, write the research
report. As social beings they also
needed time to attend to family concems
and meet friends. The conflict arising
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from these competing roles was apparent
and caused much concern in students and
advisors.

When I thought I had finally handed in
the final draft and got it back to rewrite
it, that was horrrible! I thought I would
quit, [ was angry at myself and at my
advisor. I also got angry at my students.
This research invades all spaces in your
life. Even my family life was affected!
(Beatriz)

Students are unable to work
collaboratively because they work
intensively, they have family duties,
some hold two different jobs and have
to respond to two or three bosses at
different ends of the city. (Gastén)

Advisors also had multiple activities, and
some were not available at the time
students expected them to be, which
were the hours they had devoted to take
courses in the Especializacidn.

We were working on the research
and, besides our job, doing other
things, and the advisor, as we found
out later, was not supposed to work
after 6 p.m. or on Saturday, because
that time was for the family. We
were incompatible regarding
available time. (Daniel)
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COLLABORATION

In our view collaboration implies
working together to achieve a shared
goal or goals. In the context of
educational action research,
collaboration has usually involved
members of the academic community
working together with school teachers
on educational issues that interest both
parties (e.g., Aspland et al. 1996;
Peterat & Smith, 1996; Sachs, 1997).
In our context, however, collaboration
among student-teachers, and among
advisors also had an important role, Due
to the fact that some of our students were
carrying out joint research projects,
discussing and helping each other were
key elements in order to develop the
reflective and leaming capacities of all
individuals involved. Being relatively new
to the field of action research,
collaboration among advisors was also
found to be important not only to support
each other in this endeavor but to share
views and establish common criteria to
guide our students. These three instances
of collaboration—student-student,
adwvisor-advisor, and student-advisor:
will be discussed below,

Students who teamed together to carry
out the research benefited from
collaborative work in that they played
the role of critical friend to each other,
clarifying ideas, and helping in the data
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gathering procedure (Altrichter et al.,
1993).

We discussed everything, if we were
going to prepare a class, we prepared
it together, and if Freddy taught the
class first, he told me: *This is what
happened in my class, I think we can
change this for yours’. So we changed
it. We played the role of critical friend
to each other. We also observed each
other’s classes. (Francisca)

Learning develops through interaction,
therefore, good communication among
members of a team, which implies
listening to each other and being open
to one another’s points of view, is crucial.

Difficulties arose when members of the
team lacked time or showed lack of
commitment to the project. In this case
a more traditional approach to
cooperation was found as the solution:
A leading member of the team assigned
specific tasks to each member.

I didn’t want to go on working with
my team. I had separated a specific
slot during the week and told them
‘Let’s save this slot so that we can
work on our project’. But they decided
to teach courses or take courses at
that time. It was our advisor who
convinced us to go on working
together. ...Then I would tell Ricardo:
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*Since you worked on the interviews,
you take care of them’. ‘Eduardo, you
administered questionnaires, so..." 1
worked a lot on the theory. Then we
would get together on the weekend and
comment. (Cecilia)

Unfortunately, collaboration among
advisors was almost null. This was
evidenced when the first students’
monographs were suspended and de-
bacle came. Students complained that
there were no unified criteria on the
format of the report, the extent to which
reference to the literature should be
made, or the depth required in the
analysis. Even though some meetings had
been held in order to
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me. “What's happening to her? Is she
also insecure?’ I also felt that you
didn’t trust Myriam and me either. You
didn’t trust us for collaboration, for

support. (Emma)

It's good that people think you know a
lot and that besides that you show that
you know a lot. This is an important
part of my image. When I say ‘ I don’t
know’ it’s because there is no response
to the question in the ficld, I am not
updated and have to read... There is
another kind of “I don’t know': when
I have to ask someone. Then I feel fear.

(Hilda)

Lack of collaboration

discussthe progressof /1 our view collaboration impliesworking  among advisors had a

the monographs, key
issues such as the ones

together to achieve a shared goal or goals.

In the context of educational action i f
research, collaboration has wsually debacle, since advisors

strong influence on the

previously mentioned involved members of the academic had differing views
had only been communityworkingtogether withschool regarding what

superficially treated,
probably because of
the advisors’ fear to
show their insecurity. This shows that we
had not succeeded in creating the
supportive environment necessary for
peers to challenge each other’s ideas in
order to self-develop, which is essential
in action learning (Gregory, 1995).

both parties

I sometimes went to your office with
some questions and I went out even
more confused with what you had told
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teachers on educational issues that interest

constituted the
monograph. For some,
who had not been
involved much in action research and in
the discussions on the Especializacion
manual, it was just a reflection on
students’ teaching practice; for others,
it was a fully-fledged report on a piece
of action research. Some held the view
that pivotal works in the field needed to
be referred to; others required quite an
exhaustive coverage of the literature. It
turned out that the criteria to evaluate
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monographs, which had served me, for
example, as a guide, had been too va-
gue. Therefore, having discussed the
evaluators’ comments, the graduate
committee decided to write some
recommendations to be considered by
students and advisors before having
monographs evaluated. These
recommendations provided a more
detailed description of the criteria
included in the manual: scope and social
impact, innovation, methodological rigor,
coherence, and linguistic correctness.
However, the effect of this document
was that some advisors lost credibility,
which caused them to feel even more
estranged from their peers.

‘When those guidelines came out,
which we could have discussed earlier,
I felt I had lost authority. In fact, my
students... debacle. My students didn’t
believe me any more. (Emma)

There were moments when I felt I had
to get out: ‘I can’t fall under the label
of the bad advisor. There are bad
advisors and good advisors. I can't fall
under the bad ones. (Hilda)

This debacle, in turn, played an
important role in the relationship
established between the students and
their advisor, since effective collaboration
between advisor and student(s) was
found to rely heavily on the advisors’
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credibility as defined by Crookes

(1992), which was based not so much

on their knowledge about the problem

under inquiry, but on their experience
with action research.

The advisors should show us
alternatives. They don’t need to
know the topic, but the research
process should be clear to them so
that they can guide us when we
have difficulties, when we are
confused, ... Our advisor had very
good intentions, but things were not
clear to her. She wasn't clear, she
was inconsistent. (Cecilia)
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The advisor knows more than I do,
that’s why she is my advisor. | have
the experience of the context and
all that and the thing is *Come on,
let’s sit together’ because an outsi-
der— the advisor— and an insider
can clarify things. If the insider and
the outsider reach a consensus it’s
because they are on the right track.
(Beatriz)

This could be viewed as the students
carrying out “first order action research’:
they, as insiders, focus on the classroom
and are concerned mainly with
improving their teaching, while the
advisor, as an outsider, plays the role of
critical friend and does ‘second order
action research’ concentrating on
facilitating the progress of the research
and promoting the student’ s reflective
capacity. Both parties then are
undergoing a process of professional
learning (Elliot 1985, cited by Kember
etal. 1997). Similarly to what Kember
et al. describe in their article, the level of
involvement of student and advisor and
the amount of support needed by the
student varied according to the people
involved in each research project. In
order to describe the different facets of
the role of the supervisar, I will use some
of the metaphors for the role of the
critical friend provided by Kember etal.,
and add others that appeared in our
context.
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MIRROR

Perhaps the most relevant facet of the
role of the advisor was to enhance
reflection, challenging students in a
positive way, in order to make them think
and stretch their understanding of the
situation being studied. This was crucial
in the initial stages of the research. Due
to their «fragile sense of professional
competence» (Anderson et al. 1994)
students found it difficult to define a
research problem because they did not
see the problems which had become part
of their daily lives, or they did not see
theirrelevance. On the other hand, once
they had been introduced to research
others had carried out, they had so many
interests that it became difficult to focus
their attention on just one problem at a
time.

The research guestion changed many
times. | was thinking about very
abstract or very improbable o very
impractical things. (Amanda)

As an advisor [ insist on emphasizing
the initial stage: the premise to state the
problem. As an advisor one should not
let anyone take any action until there is
clarity in the formulation of the
problem, which is based on some
previous actions. (Gastdn)

Students, who saw the supervisoras a
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guide, highlighted the role of questions
as a way of forcing them to sce things
from another perspective and deepen
theirunderstanding of the problems.

The advisor asked key questions that
showed me where [ had to go deeper
m the analysis. ...I leamed to analyze
interviews, to see things beyond the
words that had been said, to interpret
information. (Amanda)

RAPPORT BUILDER.

Rapport, “the harmonious and mutual-
trusting relationship between peopie™
(Goldhammer et al., 1980, cited by
Kemberetal., 1997: 467)— empathy”
according to participants in this study—
was perhaps a major factor that
determined the success of the process
of carrying out the research and
reporting it. After all, as Tak says, to be
a critical friend one has to be a friend
first (Kember etal., 1997). Students and
advisors who emphasized its importance
could develop their projects in relatively
harmonious ways, whereas those who
took a more distanced attitude towards
each other, had more difficulty.

Empathy is very important. If empathy
is not established from the beginning,
if the advisor is just doing it because
it’s his job, that undermines the process.
This is perhaps what happened with
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some students: there was no empathy
between advisor and student. (Beatriz)

Sometimes the academic relationship
between advisor and studenis was
being overlapped with one of
congeniality, which was perhaps
misinterpreted by the students.
(Emma)

However, there were instances when
some students took advantage of the trust
the advisor had laid on them. Instances
ranged between not meeting deadlines
agreed, cancelling appointments at the
last minute, not changing things in the
report which had already been discussed
and agreed, to covertly blackmailing the
advisor with asking for a change of
advisorif she insisted on requiring higher
methodological rigor and coherence in
the report.

My advisor sometimes got desperate
because of my lack of commitment. |
would simply say: *Let's not have a
meeting today' or 'l didn't do
anything’, (Beatnz)

I asked Pedro and Calixto to cite
authors n order to support what they
were saying. They responded: ‘But
why do we have to cite? What we
say is not valid?' They still haven't
accepled that even a personal idea has
to be validated and located in this
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network of knowledge. ... After
another team had changed advisor Pe-
dro and Calixto told me that one of
the members of that team had asked
them: *Are you going to continue with
her? You can also send a letter and
ask for a change of advisor’. 1 see
that as blackmail on the part of Pedro
and Calixto. (Emma)

RESEARCH ADVISOR.

Dueto students’ inexperience, advisors’
main role was that of research advisor,
Students needed help in refining and
redirecting the research design, planning
data  gathering
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analyzed the information. (Amanda)
RESOURCE PROVIDER

Students expected the advisor to suggest
titles and sources and, due to the limited
hibliographic resources in our university,
they also relied heavily on the advisors
providing support with books and
articles from their personal collection. It
was not uncommon for advisors to
contact people through e-mail in order
to obtain the articles the student needed,
or teach them how to use intemet in order
to find the information.

I had to recommend

procedures, and However, there were instances when some  teadings and reading
monitoring actions. students fook advantage of the frust the strategies. They

Especially with
students of the first
cohort, the advisors
spent a lot of time,

advisor had laid on them. Instances ranged
between not meeting deadlines agreed,
cancelling appointments at the last minute,
not changing things in the report which had
already been discussed and agreed, to

were getiing a lot of
materials and didn't
know how to read
them. 1 had to teach

discussing procedures covertly blackmailing the advisor

to design instruments
and collect information, and teaching
them how to analyze the information.

I knew this was a piece of action
research, but [ thought I was supposed
to take actions at the end and not from
the beginning. This is why I collected
too much information, some of it
before [ started teaching the course.
...I started the course without knowing
what actions to take because [ hadn't
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them how to use the
internet, to navigate,
to do a search in ERIC, to download
information, to read without reading
from the first word to the last. (Hilda)

WRITING CONSULTANT.

One of the roles of the critical friend
mentioned by Altrichter et al. (1993) is
giving feedback on the draft of the report.
In our case, writing the report was the
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stage which took students longer than
any other due to their lack of academic
writing skills and to the fact that the
report is required to be written in English,
which is a foreign language for all of us.
Theadvisors’ lack of experience writing
action research reports, and the absence
of aspecific format to write such reports
made the process of advising students
on how to write the report a process of
trial and error.

At the beginning | just thought writing
was a matter of sitting down and telling
the story. I could have it ready in one
or two weeks. I hadn’t understood yet
that 1 was writing for an academic
community. When [ finally sat down
and wrote, I realized that although I
had written a lot I had written nothing.
I had no theoretical support... the way
[ wrote... it was not for a story-telling
event, it was meant to be put in a

library. (Beatriz)

Besides, this was the stage for which
there was more disagreement regarding
the amount of support the advisor should
provide. Support depended on the
students’ characteristics and skills. How
autonomous are they? How
responsible? How open to advice? Do
they have adequate academic reading
and writing skills? Can they analyze and
interpret data?
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What was good about the advisory
sessions was that the idea wasn’f just
‘Take this out’, ‘Put this in’ but
support why and we do it together.
(Beatriz)

1 don’t think the advisor should write,
he’s not the one to do the students’
job. I have always held the view, and
acted consequently, that I never take
the student’s place. I talk with him, [
am his interlocutor. When 1 read the
draft, I show where things should be
changed, what needs to be done, but
the actions of changing and finding out
how to change things is a job where
the advisor doesn’t have to stick his
nose in. | have never done it and I think
I will never do it. That's where 1 feel
that the student’s autonomy has to be
proved. That's how I leamned: I went
to my advisor to give him some
reports, he received them, provided
some criticism and let me loose: Do
what you can. (Gastdn)

Two metaphors not mentioned by
Kember et al. (1997) emerged in this
study. The first one is related to the
amount of support the students are
provided, and to the degree of
independence the students are required.
The second one deals with assessing the
quality of students’ work.
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MOTHER OR PEER.

Two extremes appeared in this
collaborative relationship, and as
common sense says, extremes are
dangerous. If, trying to help, advisors are
too protective and assume
responsibilities that are their students’,
they may run the risk of not challenging
the students’ capacities in order to learn
and become independent rescarchers.
On the other hand, if the advisor assumes
an equitable stand and tries to develop
students’ autonomy and initiative, but
disregards the fact that students have not
been prepared for this kind of
relationship, many problems may arise.

In theory, I shouldn't correct their
English or review their lesson plans or
teach them how to use the intemet.
But reality requires it. And I don’t care.
I think I am too motherly. (Hilda)

1 was sincere. | was confused and did
not hide my doubts. I hold the view
that as a teacher 1 don't know
everything. (...) It's their job to find
the information. There’s when we can
talk of collaboration between student
and advisor. The advisor doesn’t know
all the topics. Students have to find the
information and we share it. I share
what 1 have and they share the
information they found. That’s how the
relationship between student and
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advisor should be. That’s perhaps why
there were misunderstandings with all
my students. That’s when I talk of
dealing with egos of children who
don’t want to grow. ... Why can't we
work as peers? Some of our students
are our colleagues, they work here at
our university. Is it just because
administratively we have been assigned
different statuses, and I am the advisor
and he is a student? (Emma)

In order for students and advisors to
have a clearer idea of the amount of
support they should provide, and to
avoid the misunderstandings that arise
from wrong expectations about what the
other person is supposed to do, we
developed a checklist (see Appendix).

READER.

The first one to judge the quality of the
students’ monographs is the advisor.
Since their name is written on the front
page of the monograph, their academic
reputation is at stake. Therefore, it is the
advisor who determines when the report
is ready to be sent to the readers/
examiners. This role not only conflicts
with the idea of collaborative research
being equitable - i.e. that power and
authority over design, process and
outcomes should be shared, as Aspland
etal. (1996) propose, but also stresses
the structural aspect of power in which
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individuals, because of their institutional
position, are seen to have more than
others (Grant & Graham, 1994).

One has to be very humble, or if one
has a strong point of view, one should
share it with the advisor, because later
on there will be conflict when the
advisor will insist on the same
comment, and until you include that
idea, or correct it, or omit it, the advisor
will not accept that the monograph is
ready to be evaluated. (Daniel)

It was perhaps this role of reader that
drove some advisors to take more
responsibility over the monograph than
was desirable if they wanted tohelp their
students develop as independent
researchers. Seeing the students’
limitations regarding analytical and
writing skills, and sometimes the lack of
commitment or the discouragement that
were leading them to leave the process
unfinished and forget about graduation,
advisors had to take up responsibilities
that where clearly the students’, e.g. di-
vide the task of writing the report into
moremanageable parts, set deadlines for
each sub-task, and rewrite parts of the
report.

A crucial point was the style, the
grammar. It didn’t look nice to me,
but I wasn’t sure whether I should
write that part for them, give them
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suggestions, or let them express
themselves. 1 ended up writing parts
of the monograph. (Hilda)

The dilemma of playing the role of
mother or peer, and the role of reader
are clearly related to the issue of power.
Kember et al. (1997) recognize that
many problems arise due to issues of
power and authority in the kinds of
collaborative relationship established
between teacher-researcher—in this
case, the student— and research-
facilitator—in this case, the advisor. They
also mention the difficulties facilitators
have in determining the extent to which
they should provide support. In this
study, besides stating in very general

terms that they are the ones who have
to do the work, students stress the
structural power difference based on the
advisor’s authority in the relationship, i.e.

the advisor knows morc and assesses

the student’s work.

The student has to be open to
suggestions and willing to accept them.
In so far that we are doing something
new, something that we don’t know,
something we will learn about, we
have to be receptive to any comment.
There is no point in me asking for
someone to be my advisor and then
start thinking ‘I am not going to do
what he or she says, because it
requires more work or more time

[kada, revista de lenguaje y cultura
Vol 4, no T8 enero-dic. de 1999

because he or she requires me to read
things’. If I accept the advisor it is
because I trust the person, [ trust what
he or she is going to contribute. (Fran-
cisca)

The importance of a receptive attitude
on the part of the student in order to have
a fruitful dialogue between advisor and
student was also stressed.

We are obliged to take into account the
advisors’ suggestions, because if they
are advisors, they know more than us,
However, this shouldn’t be done blindly,
but in a critical way, understanding
what one is doing and why one is doing
it. (Amanda)

One has to have a dialogue, be
receptive to what the advisor says and
if one doesn’t agree, one has to show
why. It’s not just because I don’t like
it, and [ am like that, stubborn. (Ceci-
lia)

For this dialogue to be successful it is
crucial that people’s ideas be
communicated in a clear and precise
way, and that any breakdowns in the
communciation be clarified (Phillips,
1994). Students should know exactly
what they are expected to do, and vice
versa.

A mistake in all this process was that

[kaln, revista de lenguaje y cultara
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it wasn't made clear that when you
write the report you are not just
narrating a story. That story should be
related to the literature. This was
something that wasn't clear since the
beginning, and that’s why we thought
it would be very easy. (Beatriz)

Ryan (1994:158) proposes the use of
contracts and checklists in order to take
care of the potential problems between
“disaffected students and disgruntled
supervisors”. Contracts are negotiated
agreements which involve both
professional and personal matters
dealing with the relationship between
advisor and student, and are periodically
reviewed to monitor the student’s
progress in the research. An altemative
to contracts, which may be quite time-
consuming, is checklists. Ryan considers
checklists as more prescriptive
instruments, because they state each
party’s obligations and are used to verify
if they have been undertaken. However,
negotiation can occur before the
checklist is applied. This is what we did
in order to design a checklist in which
responsibilities of advisors and students
are specified in a detailed manner (see
Appendix A). It was developed taking
into account students’ and advisors’
opinions and was piloted to check if all

parties agreed.
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VIEWS ON ACTION
RESEARCH

Due to the fact that there was scarce
collaboration among advisors, and that
neither students nor advisors had seen
the relevance of the manual, this manual
was not discussed thoroughly. As a
consequence, neither students nor
advisors knew exactly what was meant
by each one of the criteria to be used to
evaluate the monographs.

We later learned from the advisor that
the criteria the readers had used had
been too demanding: ‘This is not a
Master’s program, nor a Ph.D." (Da-
niel)

Of'the criteria included in the manual—
scope and social impact, innovation,
methodelogical rigor, coherence, and
linguistic correctness—perhaps the one
that provoked most distress was
methodological rigor. The main point
under methodological rigor was
“considering alternative perspectives”
(Altrichter et al. 1993, p. 74), which was
viewed as an indispensable substitute to
the concepts of reliability and validity,
with which we were more familiar.

The students had no journal, the
information had not been verified, had
not been triangulated appropriately. ...
Which criteria had been used to gather
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the information? Methodological rigor
is not required just in high budget
research projects. ... [ think I still have
traces of my background in
quantitative research. They come out
once in a while. (Hilda)

Looking back I realize that practicality,
which is another criterion used to assess
the quality of action research mentioned
by Altrichter et al. (1993), had not been
included at all. Considering the multiple
roles our students have, this should have
been a major aspect taken into account,
especially when we think of all the
responsibilities involved in our students’
role as teachers.

I was concentrating more on the
research and [ was leaving the teaching
aside. That was the feeling I had at
that time. The research had to do with
the process of observing, collecting
data, analyzing, writing the journal...
Instead of including it in the process
of teaching I was separating them.

(Beatriz)

Perhaps we have to find a compromise
between methodological rigor and
practicality, Thisis especially true if we
want to encourage our students to
continue doing action research and if we
want other teachers to become involved
in it as well. If our students have such a
hard time getting a video recorder, and

Tleala, revista de lenguaje y culura
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transcribing lessons or interviews, for
example, this research experience will
probably not be repeated. They will not
want to undergo such stress again, nor
will any of their colleagues want to follow
their example.

The student should be aware that he
is doing a reflection exercise which is
consistent and allows him to enter a
new stage in his professional
development. If he wants to continue
doing research, he will know he will
have to be more careful with the
procedures. ... The Especializacion
should produce a stimulated individual
who knows that he has gained
something. (Gastén)

Coherence and linguistic correciness are
influenced greatly by our students’ limited
command of the language and their
unfamiliarity with academic discourse.
Besides, we found it difficult to define
standards that met the diversity of the
audience of this type of action research.
On the one hand, being collaborative
research, this piece of research should
be read by other teachers who are our
students’ colleagues orare working in a
similar context. [f we want our students
to disseminate what they have done in
their educational community, they should
write «simply, but not simplisticallys
(Walker, 1997:140) in order to enable
others to access their texts. However,
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our students were writing in a foreign
language, and most teachers in Colom-
bia — even some English teachers —
could have difficulty to understand their
report. This is why we included as a
graduation requirement an oral
presentation in the institution where they
carried out the research in the language
most suited to their audience. We also
encouraged our students to present at
local and national conferences.

In order for them to present at the
English Language Teaching
Conference I had to motivate them a
lot and help them write the abstract.
(Hilda)

On the other hand, since the report of
this project was a requirement to
graduate, it also needed to meet the
standards acknowledged by the
academic community. The problem was
to define the academic community. As
Beatriz said, the monograph would be
put on a shelfin the library of the School
of Languages. But if we require our
students to refer their research
experience to that of researchers in other
parts of the world, should teachers and
researchers in the ‘global village’ not
know about our endeavors? Some of our
students participated in action research
networks through the internet and sent
their monograph to be included in such
journals. This is why linguistic
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correctness was so important for us.

Another source of concern was the lack
of a format for reporting action research,
which made the writing process
extremely strenuous. Students were
referred to Bell (1993) and provided
some reports to analyze and find the
most suitable format according to their
writing style. Students of the first cohort
had the most difficulty organizing ideas
and reporting their research in a coherent
way. Advisors, who had no previous
experience writing this kind of report,
could not provide much support. After
advising  these
students, a format

STUDENTS’ AND ADVISORS’
GROWTH

Even though students complained about
the difficulties they had struggling with
the language in order to write the report,
they rejected the idea of writing it in
Spanish because they realized how much
the writing process helped them stretch
their language development, an objective
of the program.

I typed taking into account their [my
co-researchers] ideas and I told them:
‘Let me write and you will tell me if
it's correct or not’.
Then they would tell

seemed to emerge:
Introduction, Con-
text, Problem and
Aims, Action Stra-
tegies, Method,

Even though students complained about the
difficulties they had struggling with the
language in order to write the report, they
rejected the idea of writing it in Spanish
because they realized how much the writing
process helped them stretch their language
development, an objective of the program.

me: “Add this idea here
or that part there’,
“This verb doesn’t fit
that structure’, ‘This
is how you say that’.
We would consult the

Discussion of Fin-

dings, Reflection on Doing Action
Research, and Conclusions. I did not
recommend a separate chapter with a
review of the literature, but required
students mainly to support their actions
with other researcher’s ideas and to re-
late their findings to the literature in the
field as Day et al. (1996) suggest.
However, this format needs to be
discussed among advisors and a
consensus be reached.
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Oxford dictionary, we
would look for synonyms and
antonyms. {Cecilia)

Students’ empowerment through this
experience of carrying out action
research was evident in their personal
and professional development. The
knowledge gained about research and
the skills developed to carry out research
helped them improve their teaching and
develop more confidence in themselves.

mfﬂm*iﬂﬂ"*'}'uﬂm -
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I learned how to design instruments,
how to gather and analyze information,
how to present a research report, and
how to support it. I also learned gene-
ral things, like now I can approach
someone and ask him:*So you are
doing research? What kind of research?
What instruments are you going to use?
And how do you plan to analyze the
information? What's the scope?’ There
are lots of things that are clearer to me
now, not just the instruments but a little
bit about theory and objectives and all
that. (Daniel)

Just reflecting on what we are doing
has changed all the process we are
leading in our classes. ...It has helped
us grow as professionals, as teachers.
Basing the monograph on reflection
makes us change as teachers, and 1
think our students have also learned.
At least they don't see the English class
as something boring and difficult.
(Francisca)

I gained a lot both personally and
professionally. I got carried away with
research. But also as an individual: |
gained confidence. I had very low self-
esteem, 1 lacked self-confidence. 1
even lacked humility. Now I can say:
‘I don’t know that, can you explain
that to me?” [ learned to talk to people,
to communicate. To sit down and in-
vite someone to tell me things and |
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tell her things. To discuss and to refu-
te. (Beatriz)

Regarding advisors, one of the gains of
this experience was the realization that
time management should be a major
concern not just of students but of
advisors. We should not be so flexible
with deadlines as we were, and we
should demand students more
responsibility regarding the tasks that are
agreed on.

In the future I would make students
respect the chronogram we devised.
If the chronogram is not respected, [
would send them a letter with a copy
to the coordinator. Even though I don’t
share these police-like attitudes of
cohersion, one has to prevent possible
outcomes and this is the only way for
some people, until we receive more
autonomous generations and one can
trust them. (Emma)

But perhaps the major realization has
been the need for space and time for
collaboration among us in order to clarify
ideas and provide support.

A space should be created where one
can simply say: ‘I don’t know’, ‘How
can I approach this issue?’, ‘How can
I guide students?’ Because in theory
we all know about action research, but
there are times when one has doubts.

(Hilda)
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It’s not necessary for advisors to have
carried out action research, but they
need to understand the rationale of it.
There should be a seminar for all
advisors. (Gastdn)

In its principles, action research is the
principle of life itself. It's not a
teaching experience isolated from
everything else; action research is an
everyday thing. (Emma)

CONCLUSION

Researching and reflecting on the
process of learning how to carry out
action research and

expect of each other and to negotiate
the aims and procedures of their common
endeavour. [fwe create an appropriate
environment for collaboration, both
advisors and students will benefit.
Advisors will be able to come to
agreements on students’ requirements
and will learn about the teaching of
research, and students will not feel
confused about what they are supposed
to do and will be better advised
regarding research procedures. The
future plan of setting up a Master’s
program requires advisors to
collaborate, and to look for a space and
time where they can share views on how

to advise, how to

teaching ourstudentsto  Regarding advisors, one of the gains of address pmhl.mns, and
do it I discovered that  this experience was the realization thar 100k for solutions. The
there are many skills fime management should be a major cnteriaused to evaluate

which need to be

concern nof jusi of students but of L]
advisors. We should not be so flexible students’ research

developed but which g deadtines as we were, and we should reports have to be
arc usually taken for demand students more responsibility redefined and refined,
granted, for example, resarding the tasks that are agreedon.  and different research

managing time and

working collaboratively. Bringing those
issues out in the open and making them
explicit objectives of the curriculum
should help participants selve the
problems encountered. Furthermore,
working collaboratively implies
developing empathy among the team so
as to feel secure and be able to discuss
our doubts without restraints. In this
collaborative relationship it is important
to be clear about what participants
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requirements need to
be established for the Especializacién
and the Master's program. As Emma
stated, “This is a first experience. We
have to learn from it, and this is what we
aredoing.”

However, many questions still need to
be answered and many problems have
to be solved. Efforts are already being
made at the undergraduate level, for
example, by developing reflection and

fcala, revista de lengusje y cultura f
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research skills and including academic
writing as part of the new curriculum.
Through the interviews made for this
study the discussion among advisors was
opened. I expect it to continue in order
to clarify ideas and release the tension
that was created by all the difficulties
encountered by students and advisors in
this process. I also hope that the
experience presented here will serve
others engaging in similar efforts,
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APPENDIX

Nmmberr}', 008
Dear aduisors and students:
In order to fmprove the Immu of abuising and the

?:{a[j:gl;; YOMT Tesear o you p[use do the

L Afureaafmm’sorymsm Mt&eb@b«vﬁnhu
you have performed.

L AN any ather behaviors no perfomwﬂ that
you think are also important in the spaces
provided below.

Tharks for your cooperation.

Check  Advisors behavior

L I(MLE: record of each student's/teanr's progress

i research.

2 Discuss the F.apu:ia[izacién manual with the
student(s)

3 Discuss and clarify criteria for evaluating the
monographyreport. with the studentls)

4 Discuss the ethics of action research with the
student(s)

s Discuss formal aspects to be taken into account
when writing the report with the stidentis)

6. Suggest titles and authors to be vead, or if this is

impossible, sowrces.

Help studentls) umderstamd texcts, if necessary,

Check if studentls) is/are dedicating sufficient

tive to the AR project.

a Dmmn‘xphnufmmmb&uﬁnm
weekfortrigh ”

|
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10, Suggest possible lines of action in the research
prrocedure.

1. Ask the studentis) for a monthly interim report

research progress. 12.D0 audit trail

{students show their raw data).

13 Check bow studentls) are systematizing and
analyzing the data ga

14 Discuss the outline of the report.

5 m}”n ic quesllnm w{;e)l the report is

TBIICIB-

16, ?umlnuipmbfana the organization of the

iinformation i the report.

17, Markthe wicrolinguistic o excical, punctauation)

probless in the report.

8. Write a swmmary of each aduisory session with

the agreements
Giue cancrets, alﬁc[mrmvtyp@
Rl = ik o e

20, Discuss the written feedback with the student(s).

21 Help students prepare their presentations at [o-
cal and national conferences.

122, Provide and recefve s rthnﬁnglﬁucn"ciuf
moments of the research process.

23 Clarify brwfwouﬂu in communication and
relationship with co-researcher(s) amd advisor.

24 Check for students' understanding of aduisor's

feedback

Check  student's behavior

L m:!,emrm wianual with the ad-
Py Duscmmf}chnfm mmxaf;:wnwmtﬁe

womograph/ report
3 Discuss the ethics of action research with the
aburisor.

4 Discuss formal aspects to be taken into account
when writing the report with the advisor,
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Lanﬁforﬁﬂbgmmufmntwlﬁem
Use wacation time to review the [iterature.
Write a reference card for every text you read.
Read action research reports.
Ask for clarification of cancepts which are not
clear in veadings.
Define tiwe and days of the week dedicated 1o the
AR, project.
Ask for an aj Mt&l&dﬁmrw&n
" e s g i o
Take votes of the aduisory sessions.
13 Deviseaplan of action and revise it every week/
fortnight.
Keep an arganized record of raw bata.
Am{;gzcwmwwﬁmh
Propost and analyze passible [ines of action
the researdh procedure and support your choices.
tnform the abvisar and the participants of
decisions wabe while carrgig out the resea
18 Write a monthly interim report on the research
progress.
9. Write an outline of the report.
20 Rewrite draft of the report taking into acconnt
the advisor's questions or siggestions.
21 Reowganize information taking into account the
aluisor’s conments.
21 Tnguire bow wicrolinguistic problems could be
solved and correct
23 Rmbmﬂmw&nmmmufd’vwmm-
sion.
{m-remm'ﬂmlﬂvw
15 mﬂmmﬂmnuuﬁfwﬁmﬁmb
the adwisor.
26. l#ﬂmt&ﬂmrdﬁmﬂl&hﬂwsmtﬁerdd*
tionslip with co-researcherfs).
: ide amd during the critical
il e o
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28 Clarify breakdonms in conmmorication and re-
Lationship with co-researchens) and abuisor.

g Make a back-w j and
i e o i
share your excperience at local conferences.
share your experience at national nonfnsm:u

HB
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