Accounting for sustainable development in Guyuan Teachers College, Foreign Languages Department: February - May, 2003 

by Moira Laidlaw.

Foreword:

This paper is not comprehensive at all. It is simply a description of some of the events in my VSO placement in Guyuan Teachers College (GTC) over the last two months and could be the basis for a discussion on Monday, 19th May.

Context:

I am a teacher of Methodology in Guyuan Teachers College in Ningxia Province, People's Republic of China. I am completing my second year there as a VSO volunteer. For clarification of some of the issues involved in this paper, I would suggest you read my previous writings from Guyuan at: www.bath.ac.uk/otherpages.shtml. When I first went to China, it was a leap in the dark - radical surgery on my middle age is the way I coined it at the time. But I knew it was far more than that. It was a recognition, at last, that there is a real connection between my actions and the state of the world. It might be a tiny connection, it might be a myriad of connections, but it is so. For years I had resisted Jack's notion of political responsibilities in my life, presupposing that if I worked hard and did a good job, then these sufficed, and that it wasn't the world's business to impose anymore. It is. I am learning this. I didn't know it before. When I signed up for VSO, I acted on faith. My intuitions were taking me further than my own experience. I knew my insights were limited, but I didn't really know how. I was developing a sense that every action has a moral dimension. That what we do we can become more and more responsible for. If I wanted a wonderful world to live in, then didn't I have to try to be wonderful myself? The wry smiles of my readers at this point, show the extreme complexity of such an undertaking! However, I don't think it's mere sophistry or egotism which leads me to conclude that there is a correlation between my actions and the quality of the world. I think there are links. As a mere individual the end-result may not save the world entire, I reluctantly admit, but I'd rather be on the side of those who want to do something about it than step back from this ontological responsibility. I believe one of the purposes of human life to promote spiritual growth - one's own and other people's.

I wasn't expecting to be in England at this time. Because of the SARS epidemic in China, VSO has sent all its volunteers home until further notice. This has potentially devastating effects on the sustainable development of the whole China programme. By 'sustainable development' I am alluding to VSO's educational programme of initiatives designed to facilitate independence in Chinese teachers and administrators in new communicative methods of teaching English. At the time of writing, I am appalled by the possible consequences of our organisation's withdrawal. However, I want to trace the recent developments in my own placement and show what has happened in the couple of weeks since the organisation's decision to send us home. I want to do this for two reasons:

· I believe in the power of hope itself to transform situations and create generative possibilities;

· In such an account I want to sow and nurture the seeds of development so that when I return to Guyuan (which I will, probably in September) the work can be of the most educational value to all of us.

My two roles in the Department:

First: Teaching Methodology facilitator

This term I have been running a programme of Teaching Methodology for five Grade Two classes (comprising about 140 students altogether). It is based on the Communicative Methodology Handbook I wrote last term and which can be found on the above website). In 2001 I wrote my first paper about my teaching methodology course at the college. In it I concentrated on the efforts I made to enable students on their one-term course to understand something about evaluation as process. The classes were seen as successful by both the dean and the students (and by successful, I inferred that both thought it was suitably useful for the students' future careers). I was then given two terms, or a whole year, for subsequent Methodology courses, which has enabled me to expand discussions, micro-teaching, evaluation and an integration of action planning processes into the course. 

This term I have been concentrating on enabling students to perceive the action planning process from the inside, before giving it definitions in the classroom. In other words, I have set up situations in which students do ten or fifteen minutes of practical activities, and then evaluate each other, coming up with questions of the kind, 'How can I improve …?' Because the received educational wisdom in China, derived from Confucius, is that theory precedes practice, enabling discussions on evaluation linked to planning has been crucial is establishing parameters through which learning can be channelled and developed.

My biggest struggles in methodology have been characterised by trying to understand Chinese methodology from the inside, and leading students along a pathway which makes rational sense to them, towards methods which engender creativity, open-endedness, individual decision-making skills, and generativity (McNiff, 1993). The following journal entry from mid-April 2003, suggests that with a few students, this process is beginning to take hold:

This week some wonderful developments with some students, in particular Zhu Mei and Zhang Jie. We have discussed and worked on issues of evaluation, process, monitoring, development, but the paradox of the context here is that it is so much theoretical. No students for them to work with, no schools, so how can they experience the practical necessity of methodology as a subject? How can they perceive the practical, value-laden basis of our subject, education? I set up a micro-teaching scenario this afternoon, in which five groups set up some micro-teaching for a Junior (11 year old) class on the present continuous. We discussed how to plan, what to look for, how to anticipate and learn what is significant in process, and then they set to it with a will. Wang Ping and Zhu Mei's group finished earlier than the fifteen minutes stipulated time, and as I went to see what was going on, I recorded the following conversation:

Zhu Mei: Yes, but what I need to know is the quality of my teaching?

Zhang Jie: I thought it was good.

Wang Ping: Me too. Some of it anyway.

Zhu Mei: Good? Dr. Laidlaw says 'good' is meaningless. What do you mean?

He Jiang: I liked the way you introduced it in Chinese. I felt safe.

Zhu Mei: What about you, Wang Ping?

Wang Ping: I want to know what you thought you teached us.

Zhu Mei: I taught you the present continuous.

Wang Ping: How do you know?

Zhu Mei: I don't understand.

Wang Ping: That was your lesson content. Your lesson content and your teaching plan are important. But how do you KNOW this is what you taught us?

Zhu Mei: Because I…Oh, I see. I have a plan, but it is different from my teaching. You mean this?

Wang Ping: Perhaps. I want to know how you know what you did in the lesson.

Zhu Mei: I taught you the lesson content and then we evaluated it.

Wang Ping: And what did we say at the end of your lesson?

Zhu Mei: (pause) Zhang Jie couldn't repeat the lesson. I see. So I thought I have taught it, but actually, perhaps I didn't.

Wang Ping: (nods) Yes. This is true. Remember, in the Handbook, Dr. Laidlaw says that 'educational success should be measured, at least partially, through the degree to which students' learning can be monitored and evaluated by the teacher as a way of improving her/his practice and everyone's learning.'

Zhang Jie: So the Chinese seemed to help. But the structure of your knowledge is not good.

Wang Ping: (raises eyebrows)

Zhang Jie: You know what I mean.

Wang Ping: I read your mind, you mean?

Zhu Mei: You mean it is not educational? I agree. I should have given the students more of a chance to practice.

Gao Xuelin: I disagree. I had enough time to practice.

I am particularly impressed with this conversation because it really shows the students directing their own learning in a way which Rogers (1984), McNiff (1988/2002), Whitehead (1993), Laidlaw (1996), Wang Qiang (2000), Zhao Xiaohong (2003), and Xu Maoyun (2003) suggest promote deeper and more meaningful learning in the classroom. The students' conversation seems to indicate a level of understanding, particularly with Wang Ping, about the connections between evaluation and learning. I am most impressed about this conversation in the indications it gives me that the processes of education I am developing with these students are sustainable. If the students are asking the questions, for example, or setting the agendae (see Laidlaw, 1994) then there is, my research experience suggests, a greater potential for sustainable development (Laidlaw 2001, 2002).

Secondly, as an action researcher:

In some ways, I believe that my AR work with colleagues in the department and in Haiyuan Hui Middle School, has the most potential for sustainable development. It divides into two parts: the Haiyuan Project and the work with 21 colleagues in the department at Guyuan Teachers College. 

The Haiyuan Project:

Because Haiyuan is about two hours away from Guyuan, it has become a largely weekend project, our visits being arranged fortnightly from the beginning of this term. There is a core-group of ten English teachers, some experienced colleagues, some newly recruited to the profession. All of them want to improve their practice in some way. Many of them have received no in-service training at all since graduating (mostly from Guyuan Teachers College). Last term Dean Tian Fengjun, Li Peidong, Sun Weiming and I have travelled there and I was largely responsible for creating the pre-seminar reading, holding the seminars and fielding questions. This term we have made two visits only, due to unforeseen professional circumstances, and now, with the intervention of SARS, people are no longer willing to travel outside safe-designated areas (of which Guyuan is one). The second visit seemed to me to be more successful than the first in terms of sustainable development, in the sense that because Dean Tian had to be absent, Li Peidong stepped into the breach and discussed AR with our colleagues. I had little to say because it was being done by my colleague. This session felt the most optimistic of all my visits there. The final visit before the travel-veto hit Guyuan, however, was not a success. Tao Rui and Marsha (preferred name) accompanied us, but Dean Tian was unable to be present again on this occasion, but I was informed, the night before, that I was expected to accommodate ten new colleagues from other schools in the area. Thus the group would comprise rank beginners and some colleagues with some insights. Thank goodness for my Chinese colleagues, however, who were able to speak in Chinese about their own experiences of AR enquiries. The context, however, contained discontinuities which I wasn't capable of coping with and I left on our last meeting downcast at the future of this project. One of the colleagues, Ma Fuxin, said to me, Moira, I am confused now and worried that I can't do this work. It seems too difficult for us in Haiyuan. I was really worried about this, but also angry at being put in such a position. I felt the whole occasion had been suborned. However, with some dispassionate reflection, I realised it showed me that I had much work to do to enable my colleagues to perceive the value of AR as process, not information. Thus, there was, paradoxically, a chance here to promote a great overall sustainable development.

I went to see the dean and together we worked out how we might avoid the situation occuring again. I explained why forward-planning and the control of some of the parameters for the seminars was educational and developmental. This led to some creative joint-planning. I also wrote a paper for the group on how they might encourage their senior students to speak English and also cover the required material for the examinations. (Laidlaw, 2003b). Unfortunately, just at this creative time we learnt that we were not to be allowed to travel there until fears about SARS abated.

The GTC Action Research Group:

It is this section that I write with the greatest pleasure. At the beginning I referred to my sense of responsibility, but I failed to mention the joy of such an undertaking. Working with the AR group in the college has been one of the most pleasurable experiences of my life. I think this delight comes from the sense that we are all working together, the 21 of us, towards shared realities, which have the potential to transform our lives and reveal to us not only greater purpose in what we do, but a greater shared camaraderie. Apart from the Bath AR group, this camaraderie has, for me at any rate, reached beyond what I have experienced in educational contexts before.

In previous papers (Laidlaw, 2001,2002) I have written about the setting up of AR parameters around the work I am doing in Guyuan. This has led this term to two established AR groups in the department - one comprising beginners - mostly younger teachers, in their first or second year of teaching - and the advanced group. In my paper (Laidlaw, 2002) I wrote about my work with Tao Rui and Li Peidong, who are now in the advanced group of nine colleagues.

Meetings this term have been every Thursday, one week the beginners, the following week, the advanced. I have given them much literature to read, having hefted huge quantities of books back there after the holidays! We have had discussions about Jean's ideas of transformation and generativity, Jack's about action planning, living contradiction, and creating living educational theory from asking questions of the kind, how can I improve my practice?

What I have wanted in particular, has been a sense that this process will, if appropriate, be sustainable when I am gone (which may be either February, 2004, or July of next year). I began to feel this term, that the time had come for us to search for such signs and then see how we might enhance them. There seem to me to be five aspects, which have within them seeds for sustainable development in this particular context. In my journal in March, I highlighted the following as being significant markers:

· Individual's first draft reports;

· Different people chairing the meetings;

· Developments of ideas, processes etc. being mooted by others;

· Disagreement with my ideas;

· Individual/group initiatives.

Please see Tom Ma's, Marsha's and Zhao Xiaohong's reports. This term three people other me have chaired the meeting - Tom Ma, Marsha and Zhao Xiaohong. Notes made after Tom's meeting:

27th March, 2003. Unbelievable! I saw the first signs today of the sustainability of the AR groups in GTC. Tom chaired the meeting, and started by introducing his paper, which he had circulated beforehand. He talked about what he had tried to do with the paper and then he opened it up to colleagues' questions. Here is a reconstruction of parts of the conversation:

Zhao Xiaohong (ZXH): I would like to ask a question. Where is your imagined solution?

Tom: Excuse me?

ZXH: Your imagined solution. You have a concern. That's clear, but where in the paper do you take us through your imagined solution into your actions? We need to see the process. You see, it's a logic.

Tom: Can you explain what you mean?

ZXH: Yes. You start with a concern. That's number one on the action plan. Then you imagine a solution. You imagine to yourself what you might do. Then you act and observe and evaluate and modify. It's a cycle. Jean McNiff talks about it a lot. I think your paper has to show the process. It has to show what you have done and reasons for it. That's the logic of it.

Tom: I see. But how can I do that? (Looks at me. I raise my eyebrows at this point! Tom turns away and asks his other colleagues.)

Wang Shuqin: Take the action plan into your classroom. Do it from practice.

ZXH: Yes, but what we're talking about here isn't taking it into the classroom, it's writing a report. This is about the report.

Tom: Not sure I understand.

(Group speaks with Tom in Chinese, then paraphrases for me. Zhao Xiaohong has differentiated between actions in an AR enquiry, and the writing about it. Later…)

Li Peidong: And we need to see some background theory to some of the things you are saying. Some of the literature about EFL. This helps the reader to understand the thinking about paraphrasing.

Tom: Yes, I need to read that. I haven't done that yet.

Wang Shuqin: What I want to see is evidence. You make some claims (Result: Gradually, my students got used to my request and were able to find some simple related words to replace the new and difficult ones, but they were not very precise and proper.) I want to see detail. Why should we believe you?

(general laughter. Later…)

Tom: So, I want to go over what I have learnt today…I must show the structure of my report. I must make my intentions clear to the reader. I should include some educational autobiography. I should finally show the evidence that I make a difference to the learning of the students. Is that right? (Looks at me.) Why aren't you speaking?

Moira: Because I don't need to.

Tom: Not even if I ask you a question?

Moira: Was that addressed only to me?

(general laughter)

Moira: O.K., those conclusions seem reasonable, but I also think you need to consider the place of the criteria for success your enquiry is setting up. In other words what are the standards of judgement by which you wish your enquiry to be judged?

Tom: I want to show confidence in my own and my students' paraphrasing. I want to show that their ability helps their motivation.
This extract from an hour's meeting strikes me as powerful for several reasons. It is clear to me that Zhao Xiaohong really understands the AR process, and that her knowledge is confident and insightful. This is later corroborated in her own report and in some of her subsequent actions. Wang Shuqin shows insight in her demand for evidence and Li Peidong reveals his academic understanding of the ways in which theoretical underpinnings strengthen an argument. Tom's openness and the way he conducted the meeting showed a genuine sense of enquiry.

Evacuation from China (25th April - 2nd May)

On 25th April a letter came from VSO, suggesting, because of the rising numbers of SARS cases, and the unforeseen ways in which some provinces were dealing with the situation, all VSO volunteers in China (about 168 of us) were given the option of leaving until the threat lessened. I chose to stay. Until the compulsory evaluation order came, I spent a week rediscovering my deepest values which had led to me loving my work in Guyuan so much.

I distilled my reasons for staying into a very few, but chief amongst them was for me the moral angle. My colleagues and students couldn't leave. This cut into every aspect of what I felt my role there to be. I was there as a development worker. I had gone because of a sense of loving obligation to lead a different kind of life, through a recognition that we are all joined in our humanity, through thick and thin. Not a fair-weather humanity, but one which combats storms together. This is idealistic and not very practical, but it's a hell of a motivator for me. I felt as well that by leaving, I would be giving a bad message to the students and also my colleagues. I have found that levels of understanding in the countryside amongst the general population about health issues to be poor. There was advanced hysteria on campus about SARS, and in fact, the students had already been quarantined. In other words they were not allowed to leave. They were missing their families. A girl tried to jump off the highest building on campus, and was prevented by the dean. Dean Tian was spending hours and hours at night walking through the campus trying to contain the situation. To say that the atmosphere was fractious is an understatement. Tasha (American colleague) and I were daily taking food parcels into the students and raising morale by singing with them, spending time with them in their dormitories, talking them through the health implications of the SARS, calming them down. It was a very tense time, but strangely also very fulfilling. In class, I was more informal than usual, and we started every session with the song: 'I am H-A-P-P-Y', which went down really well. We started to bond as a family. Relationships were enhanced, it seemed to me, both inside and out of the classroom. I was convinced, as I wrote to friends here in this group, that this was why I was there at all. It seemed the most significant work I had been involved in.

28th April. Military rule was declared in Guyuan. Roads in and out of the city were blocked. No public transport was allowed in or out. Trains were supervised and the two trains arriving in Guyuan at night were medically supervised, which included taking temperatures of anyone upon arrival. Only private transport was unsupervised. Daily I saw parents and children separated forcibly by officials, children standing at bars erected in from of the schools and colleagues, arms and hands outstretched to their weeping parents. And in the college, students would queue up for hours with all their luggage, trying to persuade the gatekeepers to let them out. The gatekeepers were refusing to allow anyone to bring food into the college that wasn't carried by catering staff, and some of the students were evolving elaborate schemes to get hold of extra food. I heard screams at night, shouting, protests and felt even more of an obligation to remain. I was not at all concerned about SARS getting to Guyuan, and thus felt that my role there was as a pacifier, because there were signs that things could get out of hand. Gatekeepers were now on 24-hour duties, checking comings and goings from staff now too, who had been provided with identity cards. The three foreign teachers were, as so often, exempted from such classification. And yes, I was beginning to feel besieged. I realised that staying probably jeopardised my coming home this summer and it felt like a sacrifice, but to be honest, it felt like an obligation as well, as the logical conclusion of my primary aim in being in Guyuan, which is about loving service.

The week carried on and then on 2nd May the axe fell, and VSO wrote to the remaining volunteers (only about 40 of us) to say that we now had no choice and we had to leave. It was a terrible blow. Not any part of me was happy about this decision, but we were told if we refused to go, then we would lose volunteer status, have no medical insurance, and perhaps it might even be difficult for our conduct to be ratified with the Chinese government, whose guests we are.

I spent the weekend talking to students and colleagues, setting up work, packing, cleaning and trying to make sense of what seemed to me then, and still seems to me now, an unwise decision on the part of VSO. If my colleagues and students couldn't leave before - the reality which I perceived as binding me there - nothing had changed, thus the conflict was awful. I realised, however, I had no practical choice and certainly didn't want to jeopardise anything for future work with GTC. This I left China on 8th May. I had already written to colleagues and friends in this group and Jean's letter about the chance this might represent for my colleagues to sustain their own development, was consoling at this difficult time.

Sustainable Development:
Since returning home, I have received 79 letters from students, of which I will show you just a few here:

Dear Moira, 

I'm so glad that you returned your home safely, I can only imagine how your mother is surprised and happy when you met her. All of us will study hard when you are home and I will tell them your hoping, thank you for taking care of our study. 

Zhao Xiaohong is teaching us Teaching Methodology now, and because she doesn't know the method you teach us, so she just let us review the knowledge you taught us and practice it: three or four students have the chance to teach the whole class on each Wednesday,then all the students will evaluate their teaching. I think it is a good way to improve our teaching skills, and we are waiting you will come to teach us the new skills! 

Best wishes to you and your family! 

Love, 

Wang Ping 

Isn't that wonderful! Wang Ping is constructive about what is happening and also reports that Zhao Xiaohong is enabling the students to tell her what they know (not a Chinese methodological approach at all!) and then they will evaluate what they do. This really suggests a sustainability about the evaluation as process method which I began in the college two years ago.
And from Zhu Mei:

Dear Dr Laidlaw, How are you these days? I haven't seen you for a week, so I miss you. Where are you? I guess that you have already gone back, haven't you? How about your journey? How is your mther? Are you tired and busy? Are you fine? I've promised to write to you, but I can't find the proper envelope. Now please forgive me. I'll keep sending e-mail to you. Mrs Zhao will teach us TEACHING METHODOLOGY. She wants to know how you teach, so she let us give classes first. Since I am NO.1, I have to give a performance next week. I don't know how to do, would you give me some advise?I am a little worried about that. Have a good weekend. From Lily class 1 

I wrote back:

Hi, Zhu Mei. Great to hear from you. What a kind letter! My mother is well and she sends her best wishes to you. I am very glad that Zhao Xiaohong is teaching you. You are lucky to have an opportunity to be the first to demonstrate your learning. Just remember what we have said about beginnings and endings and also about teaching materials. What will your lesson be about?

Dear Moira,

Thanks for writing. My lesson is going to be about present continuous. I'm going to ask students to draw some actions and then ask them to ask each other questions, what are they doing? And so on. Does that sound all right?

Dear Zhu Mei,

Great! Remember, though, they are Junior One, so you need to use some Chinese. See what Mrs. Zhao says about that. Let me know how it goes, won't you?

And I have also received some letters from my colleagues:

Dear Moira: I am so excited to get your letter and to know you got back safely. Since you left, the colleagues miss you very much, especially the members of our AR. During the break, we all talk about you, Moira. I am so surprised to find that you give such an impression on us. I am also eager to tell you my students' achievements in the mid-term exam. The three students I chose [for her AR study] really did well. The girl got 99. The other two made much progess. Moira, I think all their success means my AR takes effect. I am determined to do it well. Mrs Zhao will lead us to have an AR meeting this week, maybe tomorrow. She also got your letter this morning. It is not convenient for her to e-mail you as soon as possible, so she told me to say hello to you. I respect and admire her in teaching. It is her sprit that encourages me to work harder and harder. Seems that the SARS is less serious than before. Anyhow, I still can't go home. Take care of yourself and say hello to your mother. Marsha.
And from Dean Tian:

Dear Moira, Are things getting well with you?Are you still tired from your long journey?I miss you very much. Thank you very much for your letter from Beijing Airport and your e-mail. I phoned VSO Beijing the next morning but they told me that they didn't know anything about your arrival in Beijing. I worried a lot those several days. Anyhow, now, I feel at ease that you've arrived at home safely. And still I am very glad to know that your mother is very well. Please give my best wishes to her and your family. I am still pleased that you have already asked students of class 2 + 3 to do lesson plan and Action Plan, I'm sure they would like to finish their work and wait for your improvement. About our AR, I have made my mind to push my colleagues even harder to do Action Plans, and they are required clearly to e-mail to you the report or anything they think necessary to be tutored. No matter how busy I am or my colleagues are, we'd love to keep going. I hope there will be something valuable and stimulating when you have they in your hand. Thank you very much for your kindness to me about my health. I will take care. In these days there comes a good report about the difficult situation being well managed. We all think that the situation will be changed soon. I have made a plan to email to you every week or even within a shorter time. I greatly need your help, and eagerly want to know how things are going with you. Best wishes to you and your mother! Yours Fengjun,TIAN 
And the last word goes to one of my students, in a letter, which arrived as I was writing this section:

Dear Moira. Times here are hard, but we can get through it together. I am very pleased to write to you. Zhao Xiaohong is doing an excellent job in Methodology. She says the Handbook you wrote is helpful and we are having a questions and answers seminar on it one evening. All Grade Two are coming. And her lessons are interesting because she shows us what to do in a different method from Chinese methodology. And some good news for you. Dean Tian talked to all the students yesterday. He said you set a moral example for all the staff and students by your attitude to us. He said you cared even though you were not here with us. I feel you are here with us. He told us that to be an educator, you must devote yourself to your students. That's what I want to do. I want to be a good teacher in the future, to help my students go further than me. I think together, with our Chinese teachers, our western teachers, and with love, we can do it. I believe you will come back. We will study hard as we wait for you to return. Please give my love to your mother and family. How is your brother these days? Zhang Jie.

My Action Research By Tom Ma 
In this paper, I shall respectively tell you my personal understanding and my development of AR under the help of Dr. Laidlaw, and other teachers in Action Research group. 

1. What is the aim of AR in teaching field for teachers? In teaching, AR could be used to help teachers that they are able to study AR theory practically both for their own further research and study, and their students' skills of learning and learning itself. Each AR researchers should have a root question, which is deeply concerned and related to his/her current study and teaching. The final goal for researchers, as I have mentioned, is to help students basically improve their skills of learning and learning itself. 

2. 2. How do I learn AR in education? 

(1) AR, as a theory but very practical, is to have a precise research on teaching and learning procedures in order to find out both the weak points and good points, hence we can make good use of the latter as an opportunity to further develop our teaching and students' learning in terms of quality and methodology, and avoid the first. The weak points should be seriously concerned. Actually, for our research, they are the very points we will take into consideration. Those are just what I have mentioned previously as the root questions we all will have respectively in our activities. For instance, my question is the weak point I have in my teaching: How can I improve my "paraphrase" so that I can help my students improve their skills of learning and learning? Then as researchers, we should pay more attention to the questions as periodic research with related questions, and put them into effect while teaching. To my personal understanding, AR is also a communication between teacher and his\her students. Closing door and making-up research will never solve the real problems, we have to keep in constant touch with students both in the class and out. Gradually, we are able to solve the problem with different small questions appearing and solved. What we have to know is we should never jump to the end and say I have found the resolution and my students and I are improved. We should prove them with very sound evidence. Evidence is very important. If there is no evidence, there is no resolution. Evidence always sounds louder than groundless speaking. 

(2) (2) Keep deeply in mind that questions we have should never be forgot and changed if we will have not really solved them. Also we should keep in mind is that we should find a question which is really concerned in our teaching. The question we proposed will never influence our reputation. That is to say, please don't be afraid that the question might low down our character at the presence of the students and colleagues as well. 3. What is my question? How can I improve my "paraphrase" so that I can help my students improve their skills of learning and learning? Why do I choose the question? I, personally feel, in my teaching, that I often have troubles in explaining some long and complicated sentences in English. I can paraphrase and explain, but they are not precise and proper as a language educator. Before my participation in the AR group, I worried a lot about it, but I didn't find a correct resolution to the question. Working in the group, I began to take my question into consideration. As a matter of fact, at the early beginning, I didn't take evidence into consideration, and I just took it for granted. After a short moment, I had thought that I have got improved. The fact is far from that. I only kept the question in my mind and seldom put it into effect and I even didn't communicate with my students. Sometimes although I had some ideas but they were very subjective. Then I got a very slow improvement while others such as Miss Zhao and Tina in the group were much faster. 

(3) How have I been doing my research? In other words, my question should be "How have I been working on my question--- How can I improve my "paraphrase" so that I can help my students improve their skills of learning and learning? At the early step, I wrote my question on the blackboard and told them that I would have a research on paraphrase so that we all together could get an improvement together. After a short introduction of AR, they were also very interested in it. Evidence: They quickly noted down my words and asked me how they could help me (At that time, I was teaching Class 2,Grade 2 students). Followed suit how Doctor Laidlaw did her Action Research, I chose 4 students from the class to help me. Unfortunately, I was changed to give lessons to other class (Cl3, Gr2), my work was stopped on the way. But it didn't trouble me a lot. In this class, I made it go on with my new class. And the result is acceptable. The following is my note at the beginning: 

(4) Step1: My question is not changed, but it goes into the question itself in details. I have changed the question and myself to have a research deep into the small points related to the questions. Notes: (why it goes into details) 1. In the early stage, I focused only on the question on the surface, and I didn't understand what I should really do to reach the aim of improving my students and I, our skills of retelling the sentences in the texts. 

(5) 2. After several weeks of experimenting and communication, I understood that paraphrase should be carried out from small pieces of words to whole sentences, even whole paragraphs. I started my research from the very small point---word retelling (ask students to tell me with some other words they have learnt to replace the new or difficult ones). Result: Gradually, my students got used to my request and were able to find some simple related words to replace the new and difficult ones, but they were not very precise and proper. Evidence: Students were very active to participate and answer my questions if they were able to. (question I still had: it is a long work to do, I could not quickly draw a conclusion that I have found the answer. In some easier to be understood text, they could do as I mentioned, but in some difficult sentences, they were not happy to tell me. It actually is a life long project if only we are studying English). 

(6) Step 2: sentences paraphrase Often, before my explanation of the sentences, I gave them to my students, and I gave them more time to think and find out the words and sentences to explain. Sometimes they were able to do that together with their classmates, only if they were easy in terms of lengths, structures, and grammatical points and so forth. But in some difficult sentences, although they could explain some single words, they were unable to retell the meaning of the whole sentences because of the complicated sentence structure, grammar, tense and some special English expressions etc. Later, I gave them a new question: What are difficult for you to understand English sentences? Answers: a. too many new words (they felt difficult to remember them and use in practice); b. very difficult sentence structures (too many clauses one sentence). My resolution: I quickly corrected my understanding of "paraphrase." It doesn't mean to retell some difficult and new words only, complicated sentence structure and direct English understanding of the sentence should also be concerned. What should be dealt with in a sentence: a. They can definitely understand what are in a sentence. Such as new words, tense, clause. b. Can they use their words to explain a sentence? c. Can they translate the sentence if necessary? Conclusion: in the early time, they felt I was wasting their time, these should be explained by the teacher. What they should do is to get the answer from the teacher. Later, they were activated and they became quite interested in the activities and they were trying to explain, translate and understand the meaning of the sentence however they were difficult. Evidence: I had a survey: They wanted to try by themselves or were given an answer by the teacher. They chose the first one. Some more to say: after this long practice, I am determined to practice students their ability to paraphrase the paragraphs. Outline: Question: How can I improve my"paraphrase" so that I can help my students improve their skills of learning and learning? Comments: Not changed but went into deep and detailed understanding and working. No result yet, as it is a long work to do. 

Step one: stick to the question, but there is no correct understanding and waste quite a long time. Comments:only try to improve the skills of paraphrase, but there is no detailed understanding and resolution. The way is not in the way of helping students of their learning. 

Step two: go deep into the word paraphrase. Comments:Students are willing to cooperate and give the answers, but not very precise. 

Step three: words and sentences retelling are concerned Comments:Both the students and I are a bit improved, but still there is a long way to go 

Step four: paragraph retelling Comments:No real activity till now (to be continued) This is only a introduction of how I have been doing to my research. Could you do me a favor and I would like to try my report by using powerpoint. 

Marsha

To Jack, 17th April.
Marsha (preferred name) has written her first tentative account. She is a newish teacher and very new to AR. Look what she has done! For all its flaws, it shows, so clearly, the AR way of thinking. I read it with mounting disbelief. I think it's a real achievement, Jack. I perceive a way of thinking that is new here since we started action research (and I have notes and data which I can claim now as evidence in this whole process). It seems to me that she is clear about her question, that she is clear as well about why and what she wants educationally (and I am THRILLED that she doesn't bring it all down to passing examinations, but recognises about learning for learning!) She also then sets out what she did, and how, and finally, she has some success criteria. It needs bringing out, it needs firming up in terms of evidence of any kind, but wow, what a change from her first meeting, when she tremb led and shook because she said, and I quote: I'll never be able to do what you want. And now I see her doing what she wants. Anyway, after all that, what do you think?
 

Dear Moira,

I am deeply honoured to give a short report about my Action Research, and so glad to share my experience with you and my colleagues.

My question is: How can I improve motivation in a non-major English class? 

From my survey, most non-major students have already lost hope of learning English well, but they are required to learn this course. Yet students learn English passively. My purpose is to motivate them to learn English actively so that they can take great interest in it.

In order to accomplish my goals I have placed much emphasis on my teachig methods and skills. I also chose three students at different levels as participants in my research, our research! For instance, I encourage my students to do some acting and role play according to the content we have learnt. Meanwhile I have prepared some gifts for them. In class I try hard to motivate them to speak English. Usually I give them a topic which is very relevant to their life and study. Then I have them discuss in groups. If one shows his opinions, I will pay much attention to him and accept his efforts as praiseworthy. To the poor students, my requirements are in accordance with their abilities. Even a few words from them can mean success. Besides all these, the methods I have used in class include quizzes (individual or group competition), and comments written in their homework.

These days I find that there has appeared a good atmosphere in my class. Most students seem active to ask and answer questions. They are all able to preview the class voluntarily. The students I chose have made much progress. For example, their grades are higher and higher and they have more enthusiasm to participate in class. Especially the poor student - his pronunciation is better than before.

Above is what I have done about Action Research. 

P.S. Any corrections are welcome. Thank you very much. 

Yours, Marsha.

Jack wrote, 17th April:

Hi Moira - great to hear your voice - I'd just got to the last line of
your letter when you were there on the phone. Delighted to share in your
excitement about Marsha's account. The transformation from a Confucian
base in imitation to an enquiring inclusional relationship with you is
very impressive. I like the idea a co-enquiry where you tape a
conversation, include highlights from the conversation together with a
'frame' for your readers in relation to the transformations taking place.
I could put this on your homepage and make the connections to the
networking letters section of actionresearch.net. Looking forward to
hearing about your experiencesin Huiyuan - it might be possible to combine
insights from your work in Huiyuan and conversation with Marsha.
Wheeee......


Smile & Hug,


Love Jack.


I wrote back after the meeting.
Hi! Just had the meeting. Marsha was luminous. I think that's the right word to describe her. We talked through her paper and pointed out areas for development and then it struck me as she was speaking how I had inadvertently (living contradiction or what!) stymied her creativity in the creation of her report. I stressed it should be a short report, as I remember thinking at the time that I didn't want to overburden her. This turned out to be an error in my thinking, because the result was that she didn't write what she really wanted to, which was full of evidence, and which would, actually, have been superior to what she consigned herself to writing for the meeting. I realised that my error of judgement had constrained her in actual fact. She was ready with all the evidence at her fingertips, a most accomplished set of insights and procedures, which used triangulation as if she has been doing it all her life, and not just for four months. She is so utterly clear in her thinking, that the clarity actually staggers me now with its simplicity. You were right and saw more in it than I had. After the meeting I am more in awe of her abilties in fact. We talked through error as a means of improving future practice, my error leading me to the insight that I should not curtail length as a marker of quality or effort, and that this must, like other decisions in AR, be a matter for the action researcher. We all laughed about the error, and afterwards, Marsha said that my encouragement and also yours, really meant something to her. I have to sign off now, as one of my students has turned up for a talk on methodology. 

  How I can improve my students' motivation so that they can be              responsiblefor their own learning ------ A case study of AR
 into ‘Integrated Skills of English’
, by Zhao Xiaohong

(English Department Guyuan Teachers' College, 756000, Ningxia, P.R. of China)
My context:

I was greatly influenced by the traditional teaching methodology applied by almost all my previous teachers, and my classroom teaching practice was quite teacher-centered. As a college teacher, I placed a significant emphasis on bringing knowledge to the students. Later with the development, especially the introduction of the foreign language teaching and learning theories from abroad into China, for example, the Communicative Teaching Approach and the Situational Language Teaching, I began to wonder if this teacher-centered pattern was sufficient enough to improve the students' learning. What I came to realize was that I might have been restraining the students' creativeness and initiative, for my domination just gave students no chance for their independent, deep thinking. In addition, this neglected the fact that students are all individuals who can be quite different in their backgrounds, intelligence and interests. Traditional teaching methodology didn't obviously focus on this in its essence. This realization acted as a spur to my enquiry, so I resolved to find new ways of teaching that would really improve the students' learning.

And it was just at this time that Dr. Moira Laidlaw came to teach in this college, and I had the honour to learn what a practical and effective way Action Research is. I became interested in it and assumed that it would surely work in getting me out of ‘trouble’. I was convinced of its systematic research process (J Whitehead in MacNiff, 2002):

 ·What issue am I interested in researching?

 ·Why do I want to research this issue?

 ·What kind of evidence can I gather to show that I'm interested in this issue?  

 ·What can I do? What will I do?

 ·What kind of evidence can I gather to show why I am interested in this issue?

 ·How can I explain that influence?

 ·How can I ensure that any judgment I might take are reasonably fair and accurate?

 ·How will I change my practice in the light of my evaluation?

This systematic plan indicated that this research was quite scientific, and especially its essential characteristic of self-reflection. In action research, research, researchers do research on themselves...... . Action research is an enquiry conducted by the self into the self (Jean McNiff). I was confident, particularly, with the theories:
Action Research is learning how to do things in more personally and socially beneficial ways, and education refers to the experience of the interaction between people, which leads to further learning (Jack Whitehead in Jean McNiff 2002).
This, in the case of classroom education, refers to the improvement of both teacher and students in their learning. This was entirely in line with the aim of our country's educational reform: 

‘The aim of the Chinese current educational reform is defined as quality education which is characterized by 1) the stress on the cultivation of the students' creative spirit and practical ability 2) the stress on the development of students' initiative and individuality 3) the stress on students' life-long sustained development.’ (Decision on deepening the educational reform by the State Department P. R. Of China, June, 1999).
I was therefore confident with my plan of enquiry in that it would not only improve my own situation but also help me do a bit for the cause of education, so I began my action research.
What was my concern? 

I had believed I was doing a great job. I had worked very hard to prepare every lesson and had passed on knowledge to them as much as I could, but what I had to admit was the students' silence, lack of confidence and their low achievement in their major. This appeared as an obvious living contradiction in my teaching and concerned me a lot. After several visits to Moira's class, I began to realize the difference: quite contrary to my ways, Moira didn't control the students too much, but the students voluntarily took their own chances to participate. What's more, she gave the students freedom to think. There wasn't much instilling of such things as knowledge and thinking from her into the students. I could see Moira's way had given free rein to students' intuition, imagination and wisdom. Inspired by Moira's teaching methodology, I encouraged my students' active attitude towards my research focus, and formulated, for the moment, my research question as: "How do I activate the students so that they can improve their own learning?'' 
Why was I concerned?

The students' silence and non-participation often made it difficult for me to arrange the class and easily rendered it even more teacher-centered. The dullness always pervaded the classroom, and students' participation became less and less. So a teacher-centered pattern determined to a certain extent that the students would just listen and follow passively, but it didn't mean that they were learning or making themselves improve actively. One finding was that they didn't actually know what they were supposed to know. This could be found in the mistakes in their written work, in their nervousness in speaking, in their lack of confidence in answering questions and talking and in their performance in any examination. In addition, so far as the language learning is concerned, students' participation in the classroom activities or rather learning process took on even more importance, for what is universally true is that language learning doesn’t take place without practice. This practice, here, connotes the students’ active attitude and participation. So, by 'activate', I meant to increase their active attitude toward learning.
What's more, I was afraid that if I couldn't remedy this situation, my students (who were all English majors specializing in English education) would 'again' take it into their own future teaching practice in mostly primary schools after their graduation. Being a teacher, I felt responsible for both their present and future development.
Why were my students always quiet? My concern stimulated me to ask this further question. On analysis, causes for this can be expressed by the following:

  ·Over the years, we have been persisted in the traditional teaching model which hinders the development of students' independent learning ability. Under this modal students gradually cultivate the habit of passively absorbing knowledge.

  ·Students lack the confidence due to their poor general and professional knowledge. Most of these students come from nearby mountain areas, which are still underdeveloped especially in economic and educational fields.

  ·Students lack foresight: they don't see clearly the purpose for which they learn, and are consequently deficient in clear and strong learning motivation.
What could I do? 

I decided that I needed to find ways to change this situation so that I can really improve the students' learning. But what supportive model could I take? I read through the notes I took down in Moira's class and believed that Moira's methods of being student-centered could be an example. I could try to put my class into this model. To start with, I made my action plan, which included the detailed but imaginary actions and the standards of judgment, including the following:
·students' attendance in class 

·their ability to review 

·the completion of homework

·their participation in discussion 

·their taking of more notes

·their discussions

·their attitude towards homework
To monitor this enquiry, I asked Moira Laidlaw for her help
What did I do? 

After defining these dominant ideas guiding my ideology, I started to work on the specific actions. For this I collected the relevant information about the students from their files, from other colleagues and their political assistants. I went closely through the textbook and the teaching syllabus of the Integrated Skills of English. In addition I had discussions with my colleagues, and finally I worked out some specific and different actions to take into my class. For instance: 
1) I no longer asked the students to do the speaking activities exactly according to the requirement of the text, but instead let them make a short speech about the certain topic in whatever way they like; 
2) I didn't explain all the language points in Read More (which was a reading comprehension part), but asked them to give the main idea of it and tell others why they thought this statement was true or false; 
3) In dealing with the exercises, I asked them to discuss it groups first, with a group leader, and then one of them told us what they had done, and I corrected error if any, explained why if necessary; 
4) In dealing with the Reading Comprehension (which is the central part of the unit), I designed various questions and asked them to answer; 
5) For vocabulary building, I no longer explained the words one by one, but instead let them become temporary teachers. 
All these actions, I believed, were aimed at making the students active. In doing so, I thought they would break their habit of depending on me and would become active mentally.
In addition, I began to have a concern for every student in terms of their psychological needs, especially for those who were comparatively poor in English, those who were lazy, and those who gave up easily. What I felt at this formative stage was that I was giving every chance, encouragement and demonstration of trust to them. For instance, when Tian Peng couldn't translate the sentence I really couldn't see that I should never underestimate the difficulties in our work. Together we could solve in one way or another. 
I asked Ma Yanguo to help him by saying "Ma, Could you please help your partner?" He tried, but not fully successfully. So I encouraged him by saying "Try again", and gave him a little hint, and then he did it. I could see Ma's delighted expression at that moment. When I waited for the students to answer the questions, Xie (a comparatively diligent girl) put up her hand first, which was the first time she had acted voluntarily. But just then several others stood up, so I gave the chance to a girl who was poor in speaking, but I later created some other chances during the remainder for all those volunteers. For those who made any progress in their written work, even in their handwriting, I wrote the comments like these:
  That's great! Please keep up the work. Success comes by hard work and constant efforts. 

You are great, I'm proud of you. 

This is the best I have seen today.

I'll be glad to see that you will do your homework better next time.
I think either their success in doing their work or their feeling of not being neglected would lead to the increase of their confidence, and confidence, in turn, motivated and encouraged their next voluntary effort.
To my great surprise and comfort, these new ways did change the class atmosphere a lot. Not only did I but also the students felt I was trying a new method. I could see that they were trying to co-operate with me. For example, quite a few students took down almost everything from the dictionary so that they could be an excellent "temporary teacher" next time. The notes in their note-books and text-books testified to this. When I happened to read through their exercises-books during one break time, I found Sheng Ping, and Ma Xiaomei had corrected all the grammatical mistakes I had underlined. Ma Xiaomei had even written some 'evil' words to warn herself of the danger of committing those kind of mistakes again. Every student appeared attentive, trying to be critical to any mistakes the ‘temporary’ teacher made. They were not at all mechanical. I was moved, and it was at this moment that I felt a sense of guilt, for they showed me a strong desire and delight at this 'newness'. These signs really encouraged me, and made me think students were all naturally active after all, and I was even more determined with this enquiry.
There were times when I really felt that the actions didn't work. For instance, to avoid being teacher-centered, I designed various questions on the main text, and asked the students to answer. Since most of them had done the pre-class work, they could answer my questions. I was satisfied with their work at that time, but when some minutes were left for them to review the text, various questions arose. For example, Li Xia and Ma Yanhguo raised some really challenging questions on the theme of the story The Dream of an Hour, while some students couldn't even understand basic things such as the meanings of individual words and sentence-structure. So my asking/answering way merely checked how much they knew about it, but did not have much to do with what they wanted to know: their situations and individual difference had been neglected. It was still I who dominated the class. Students didn't use their creativity, imagination and initiative as their minds have been limited by my questions. I didn't give priority to students' learning needs and thus may have hindered their possible development. I would have to alter this method.
How could I improve this way and make it more educational? I considered, and thought of students' asking --teacher answering pattern. But after trying twice, I found that students were still very slow in asking questions. I could also see the reason for this: that was they were just unable to form a question They did have various points they could not understand, but their questions were always in one pattern: I don't understand this or that or just this sentence please. This made it even more difficult for me to answer since I couldn't see what they really wanted to know, and I would have to take the time to adjust their questions. (Thus I felt another 'evil' consequence of my teacher-centered teaching pattern)
I had to be aware at this stage that to find the solution I should clearly focus on my concern: How I can I motivate my students? Anything I would do needed to be on purpose - to make students active. Keeping this in mind, I began to try the method of teacher designing the questions, students discussing then, or students discussing first and forming their questions either in pairs or in groups. Without my 'force' they might feel relaxed and free. (I arranged their seating in a more appropriate arrangement for this sort of activity.) This turned out to be the way that worked. (Moira Laidlaw's notes on visiting this kind of target class will be discussed in the following part.)

These actions seemed to apply in some other contexts as well, which delighted me a lot, or at least I found they did make the students active. For instance, in my target lessons of building vocabulary, the "temporary teachers" were all volunteers, including the top students and the poor ones. It was quite impressive that students were not so mechanical and lazy as they had been before. They seemed attentive and confident and tried to correct any kind of mistakes the ‘teacher’ made. Obviously they had prepared for it. I discovered also that almost all of them were ready to be the temporary teacher. I could see the preparation on their text-books, some even in great detail. For example, Zhang Xuemei (a normally poor student) wrote several pages for that. I also remembered that after the first target lesson of this kind, I encouraged them to keep on going and suggested that they should be braver and also well-prepared for doing so. When I asked them if they wanted me to assign the work to a certain person in advance or if they all liked to be ready, they all said they preferred the latter. Again, I saw they were motivated.
What evidence could I provide to show my actions were influencing my situation?

 I collected a great deal of data during my project, not only the raw data relating to activities, but also reflective comments from a variety of sources. My data-collecting methods included the following: 

  ·Journal notes: After every target lesson, I noted down individual and group-responses to my focus of interest.

  · Home work: Students' homework revealed some answers to my question.

  · Conversation: Between students and myself.

  · Questionnaires: I designed one questionnaire, after Moira Laidlaw's observation and used it.

  · Other colleagues' visits to my classroom. I had invited some other colleagues to watch my target-lesson to see how I motivated my students with my new methods, or rather if my new methods increased students' motivation. 
The evidence I could provide is accounted for in the following actions:
1.Oct 9th: About 2 weeks later after I took the actions, I found that Ma made fewer grammatical mistakes in his written work.. It could be seen that he took the work seriously.
2.Oct 30th: Note from my observation on Ma: As I said before that the boy was just too lazy, and hasn't taken chance to push himself forward (so far as I know). His English was comparatively not so poor. So I decided to get him out of 'lazy situation' by 'not neglecting him'. In each class, I gave him a chance to be the 'central figure' of the class. I have been doing this almost since I chose him as the focus of my interest. And what I can see (up to now) is that he is not so nervous and shy as he was before (the information came also from his class teacher). He appears braver, not that tentative, even when he says 'no'. This makes me feel that he is improving himself gradually."

3.Nov. 1st: Detailed situation: I asked a question:' what point does the writer want to make by the couple who bought sugar in bulk? A seconds' silence, then I changed the question into: 'what do you think of the couple?' And Ma in no time at all, being the very first one, answered 'silly' in a very loud voice, which I was sure the whole class must have heard.

4. Nov. 8th: Ma Yanguo showed a complete change that delighted me so much: with 2 young teachers sitting at the back watching my lessons, Ma stood up voluntarily and came to the blackboard after I told the class my intention. I could see his eagerness for self-presentation, this reflected his confidence, self-respect and basically self-responsibility. This initiative of his also at that moment showed that he is quite ready------he had prepared the work before class----again, I'm sure that he had been motivated.

5. Nov. 5: An observation of Ma's move to the front row. Ma moved to sit at the front row with the girl (Zhang Jie) two weeks ago. I had noticed that, but I just didn't think much about it, because I thought he might have done that inadvertently. So his still sitting there made me have the following ideas:

·His pre-desk mate was not a diligent student, and his English was quite poor (poorer than Ma). So Ma hoped to be better with the help from Zhang Jie (a clever and diligent girl).

·The first row was generally teacher's focus. His move 'under the teacher's watch' indicated that he didn't want to be lazy any more. He wished to be noticed, to be helped.

To check what I thought, I had a conversation with Ma one day:
Teacher: Aren't you on good terms with Tian (his pre-desk mate)?

Ma    : Yes, we are on good terms (he appears very surprised at my question).

Teacher: Oh. I'm sorry. I thought that just because of your movement from him. (I tried to be as casual as I can)

Ma   : Oh. That's because both of us are poor in English and we can't help each other possibly (these words escaped his lips).
I believe I was right in one sense: he began to be responsible.

6.The questionnaire the student did at the end of the term showed that they had all been aware of my new methodology. To one of the questions. which was the key one: what have been the benefits for you personally of my new method? 10 of 12 students used the words such as 'stimulate', 'improved', 'overcome my laziness' ‘self-study ability’, ‘initiative’. Through these words they showed an approval of my new methods.

7.Moira Laidlaw visited my classroom to see how my actions were influencing the classroom situation. Her notes included these comments: 
'This method seemed to be working, as the students are all very attentive'. 'Many of the students are practicing too, it's very impressive'. 'All ss very attentive. Mason's motivation is evident. How do I know? 

a) His fulsome preparation, both linguistically and emotionally

b) His touches of humour.

c) His expansiveness as a teacher------choosing different ss, his confidence.

d) His smiling face.

e) His professionalism------accuracy of information. He has taken this task very seriously.

What about others?

a) Their apparent attentiveness.

b) Their various attempts to do their best.

d) Male student next to me is mouthing all the pronunciation and says "Oh, yes, when he understands something new."

 "Each ss seems ready to learn. This is excellent." He chooses a wide variety, not just content rating in one area. This is unusually good in a young teacher and suggested confidence, which suggested motivation, very high."
8. Comments from Moira Laidlaw's further visit to my classroom:
" They were very attentive as well. As I look around the classroom, all heads are bent in concentration." "In the discussion, ss are talking seriously, studying the text and trying to understand it. There is a real learning environment here. How do I know? Well, all heads are bent in study. They are discussing in English and Chinese, which shows engagement. They are asking each other question. I can see only intense concentration and commitment. Their facial expressions are intent concentrated, interested. They care. This is motivation! Some specific evidence of motivation: Ma Yangou is asked a question by his desk mate (Sara) and he explains. Class monitor (Tian--Ma's previous desk mate) then asks a particular phrase and Ma translates into Chinese. Class monitor and Sarah write on their books. This shows many things:

a) Ma's ability is being stretched by having to explain.

b) Tian (class monitor) is being active on his own behalf.

c) Saral both consolidates and questions.

All of these students reveal a certain independence and autonomy in their learning. They are taking responsibility for their own learning. Sarah +Ma Yanguo write on the bb. This shows confidence and assimilation of learning. I have witnessed independence, initiative, confidence, enquiry and enjoyment in these three students, but to a greater degree in Ma Yanguo."
I believe, from the above, that I'm justified in claiming that:

  ·Students' motivation to learn and improve their work had increased.

  ·My actions have proved influential.
  ·I as their teacher have succeeded in rendering the classroom teaching more student-centered. 
Conclusion

So far, I can conclude that being student-centered has been proved an educational way to activate the students. By the detailed, specific methods I have used through the reflective thinking about the teaching and learning practice, most students have revealed greater confidence, independence, initiative, enquiry and enjoyment. These elements are just what Carl Rogers (1983) in 'Freedom to learn for the 80's' characterize motivation in learning.
Besides, this piece of small AR offers me an understanding of professional development. Actions make the teacher aware of his/her teaching practice and stimulate him/her to improve. The teacher's role as a researcher is embodied in the research process. Through this enquiry I have shown how the methodology influences and determines the learning development for both the teacher and the students, how I have generated my own theories out of my practice and how the theories themselves are actually part of my practice.  
Also, this research has raised some new questions for me, such as: under the condition that the students' motivation has been increased, 
How can I help them develop their self-study ability? 
How can I help the students differing in degree all to improve? 
These will become the beginning of my new action enquiry. 
Finally, the writing up of this dissertation has been significant in helping me understand my own educational development. The actions I have taken into my enquiry completely changed my class in the way that I now don't dominate the class, I don't always speak and ask them to do this or that, and the students, as a result, become the principal part of the class. Reflective thinking from practice inspires me to go further and leads eventually to the outcome of such effective methods. Fundamentally speaking, this educational development leads to the improvement of both my teaching and students' learning. I believe I am developing my own living educational theory (Whitehead, 1989) in the teaching practice of Integrated Skills of English and I have moved beyond depending on the theories of others. The theories I can conclude through this enquiry could be stated as following:
The student-centered teaching model has proved an educational method. It encourages and stimulates the students' confidence, initiative, imagination and wisdom. Being student-centered, specifically resolves the stress of being both learner-centered and learning-centered during the teaching and learning process in both respects of educational thinking and teaching methodology. 
Being learner-centered, here, does not only mean that the teaching content should be based on the students’ living experience and understanding level, but also on the teacher's full knowledge of students' non-intelligent factors. The teacher will have to know the students’ individual differences, to respect them, encourage their every learning attempt, and value their dignity and initiative in learning. Being learning- centered meant that the teacher should combine learning well with practice. For only if the content is relevant to the students' knowledge and experience, to their needs and interest, can their learning be worthwhile, and their learning motivation more intense, their interests stronger and their learning more effective.
As I have influenced the quality of professional learning in my classroom, I hope I could also influence my colleagues or even the wider community in their understanding of how knowledge is produced by the individual and collective practices so that greater improvements can be achieved in different fields.
As my first piece of action research, I do feel some weak points in the steps of reflective thinking, collection of data and generation of evidence. To make these points stronger, I will, on one hand, continue to read through the theories on action research, and on the other hand keep on going with the next enquiry. For practice makes perfect. 
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