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CONTINUING PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT:

A LEARNING TEACHER - COLLABORATIVE ACTION RESEARCH
Mongolian education system has undergone major changes since the 1990s. There have been significant changes to, and reform of, the curriculum at secondary level followed by changes in vocational and higher education. But educational change is never straightforward, and it is not achieved simply through changing educational routines, curricula, regulations or laws. “Educational practices are not simply prescribed; they are lived, contested, continually created and re-created around the accumulating personal experiences of those involved. They are rooted in minds of learners and teachers who engage with them.” Teachers play a unique role within the education system in providing for the holistic development of students. A rapidly changing global world brings a range of new challenges in the classroom in recent years. New technologies have emerged playing a central role in the way young people communicate and learn and teachers have been required to adapt their teaching to reflect the new reality. An increasingly diverse society, changing family structures and lifestyles, and the emergence of new societal problems have added to the complexity of the teacher’s role.  The accelerating pace of societal and legislative change and educational reform, coupled with the increasingly complex and demanding role of teachers, necessitate to have a fresh look at teacher education. It is becoming crucial to ensure that a new generation of teachers become competent to meet the challenges of time, and most importantly to become life-long learners, continually changing their practices  to support their students’ learning.
Recent international trend sees teacher education sees as a continuum that comprises of  initial teacher education, induction, early and continuing professional development, stages of which interconnected with each other in a dynamic way. It describes formal and informal educational and developmental activities in which teachers engage during their teaching career. In this continuum the significant emphasis is given to CPD. One of the reports by the European Commission, states that “even initial teacher education of the highest quality cannot provide teachers with the knowledge and skills necessary for a lifetime of teaching. Teachers are called upon not only to acquire new knowledge and skills but also to develop them continuously. The education and professional development of every teacher needs to be seen as a lifelong task and be structured and resourced accordingly”. This report and other policy studies are driven by concerns about how to respond to the challenges of globalisation, sustainable development and the knowledge society. 
The term “Continuing Professional Development” (CPD) is said to have been coined by Richard Gardner, York University, in mid-70s. It became common to many professions now because it does not differentiate between learning from courses, and learning “on the job”.  In teacher education this signifies a shift from the provider to the individual.  Now in many countries CPD takes forms of job/school-based activities (short trainings, workshops, mentoring, peer observation, collaborative work (planning courses, assessment etc.), self-evaluation and research)), and outside the school environment activities (conferences, joint trainings, workshops, joining teacher network, engaging with professional associations, degree advancement, exchange programmes, online courses and joint research).  
Facing all challenges set by the time, for sustaining professionalism of teachers it is of high priority to make a classroom research as an integral part of the teachers’ work, as well as make it a part of CPD for practicing teachers. The reason of it lies in “it is no longer possible to claim that teachers’ professionalism rests upon mastery of some accumulated wisdom. Instead, it should be grounded in their capabilities in promoting and managing the production of knowledge, and more importantly, in exercising of informed judgment in knowledge production process.  They need to form and change their understandings in the course of their practice on the basis of reflection on practice” (M. Bloomer, University of Exeter, UK, 2001). Self-evaluation involving reflection (i.e. the development of understanding) and professional development involving changes in practice are the fundamental claims of Action research that are best achieved together. Action research can be defined as the study of social situation with a view to improving the quality of action within it… The total process – review, diagnosis, planning, implementation, monitoring effects – provides the necessary link between self-evaluation and professional development. (Elliot, 1982)
A distinguishing feature of AR is that those affected by planned changes have the primary responsibility for deciding on courses of action which seem likely to lead to improvement and for evaluating the results of strategies tried out in practice. (Kemmis et al, 1982) 

Basically classroom AR relates to any teacher who is concerned with his/her own teaching; the teacher who is prepared to question his/her own approaches in order to improve its quality. “Education is not some kind of inert phenomenon that can be observed, explained, isolated and theorised about. There are no “educational phenomena” apart from the practices of those engaged in educational activities, no educational problems apart from those arising from these practices, and no “educational theories” apart from those that structure and guide these practices. The only task which ‘educational theory’ can legitimately pursue, then, is to develop theories of educational practice that are intrinsically related to practitioners’ own accounts of what they are doing, that will improve the quality of their involvement in these practices and thereby allow them to practice better.” (Carr, 1982)

Each day practitioners face a host of complex, context-specific problems about which there are no easy, certain answers. In facing these problems they must take action. Whereas behavior refers to automated reactions generated or triggered by some stimulus (the way in which biological systems behave), action involves intentionality and purposeful intervention by participants in shaping the course of events. Underlying these actions is a personal guiding theory. By pausing to reflect, by reaching inward and attempting to understand that personal theory of action, teachers exercise the most powerful aspect of practice. By analysing Ss’ written assignments, oral responses, and activities, teachers can determine whether particular courses of action work well (McCutcheon, 1985). Teachers need opportunities to observe and be observed by their colleagues, to jointly diagnose school problems and invent new approaches, to share teaching ideas, to develop programmes and curricula, to assess the progress of their school and the students, and to learn from each other. So, the practical knowledge is largely guided by a range of understandings of firsthand experience of Ss’ learning styles, interests, needs, strengths and difficulties, and a repertoire of instructional techniques and classroom management skills. This experiential knowledge is informed by the teacher’s theoretical knowledge of subject matter, and of areas such as child development, learning and social theory.

The entrants to our English language teaching programme come to us directly after the completion of the secondary education and almost 85% of them have English language ranging of 4-5 years of experience. There were a number of problems that we face each year: mismatch of grades of General Examination with actual knowledge and skills students have, lack of general study skills (attitudes and beliefs), little motivation, lack of systematic knowledge of English, problems with speaking, listening and reading etc. Looking at the past experiences, in 2008 at the Department we decided to conduct a comprehensive study of language levels of students. Since we offer English language teaching programme the decision was made to carry out the research on four main language skills, i.e. on speaking, listening, writing and reading. Within the research the following two aims were set: 
· Identify the current language level of our students: their achievements and as well problems our students have in developing 4 skills 

· Whether our teaching programme is doing its job (content, methodology and assessment) 
The research was conducted in 2009 among 140 students covering all four years of study. Prior to it, we studied theories and methodology of teaching and learning language strategies, and developed research instruments: questionnaire on four skills and focus group interview questions. The reason of focusing on language learning strategies was not accidental. Over the last few decades a field of education has been experiencing significant  emphasis on learners and learning rather than teachers and teaching process. And language learning strategies “allow learners to become more self-directed,  they are problem-oriented and involve many aspects, not just the cognitive, can be taught and flexible in relation to differences the students have, regarding their needs, interests and learning styles. Definitely teaching and learning language strategies are  influenced by a variety of factors, and they expand significantly the role of language teachers.” (Oxford, 1990).  
Language learning strategies (LLS) are specific actions, behaviours, steps, or techniques that students (often intentionally) use to improve their progress in developing L2 skills. These strategies can facilitate the internalization, storage, retrieval, or use of the new language. As Oxford pointed out that the “strategies are tools for the self-directed involvement necessary for developing communicative ability.” (Oxford, 1992/1993). Based on findings of many researches it is assumed that the LLS most commonly can be classified as:
1. Cognitive strategies: “…are used for forming and revising internal mental models and receiving and producing messages in the target language" 

2. Metacognitive strategies: "help learners exercise 'executive control' through planning, arranging, focusing, and evaluating their own learning." These are used for checking the outcome of any attempt to solve a problem, planning one’s next move, monitoring the effectiveness of action, testing, revising, and evaluating one’s strategies for learning” (Brown, 1994).  

3. Affective strategies: "enable learners to control feelings, motivations, and attitudes related to language learning"

4. Social strategies: "facilitate interaction with others" (Oxford, 1990b). 

The outcomes of 2009 study identified the following problems common to most of the students: 

students are lacking

· knowledge of  language learning strategies (they use a few strategies)

· knowledge and use of when and how to apply strategies they know or use

· lacking knowledge of understanding language as a system

· knowledge how to plan, monitor and evaluate the strategies they use

The findings of the research allowed us to think and decide on next actions to improve the situation. So, in 2010 we started developing methodology of teaching LLS and recommendations on strategies for reading, listening, speaking, writing skills as well as on developing general study skills.  The handout “Methodology of teaching/learning language learning strategies”  has been developed for teachers’ and students’ use.  Because learners may have insufficient knowledge of the strategies and a lack of procedural knowledge how to monitor, evaluate and regulate their learning process many researchers point out the importance of the direct instruction of the strategies from the teachers. The methodology for the direct instruction of language learning strategies comprising of five elements (Winograd and Hare (1988) has been chosen.  They are as follows:  

 (1) what the strategy is
Teachers should describe critical, known features of the strategy or provide a definition/description of the strategy

(2) why a strategy should be learned
Teachers should tell students why they are learning about the strategy. Explaining the purpose of the lesson and its potential benefits seems to be a necessary step for moving from teacher control to student self-control of learning  

(3) how to use the strategy
Here, teachers break down the strategy, or re-enact a task analysis for students, explaining each component of the strategy as clearly and as articulately as possible and showing the logical relationships among the various components. Where implicit processes are not known or are hard to explicate, or where explanatory supplements are desired, assists such as advance organizers, think-alouds, analogies, and other attention clues are valuable and recommended 

(4) when and where the strategy should be used,

Teachers should delineate appropriate circumstances under which the strategy may be employed, (e.g., whether the strategy applies in a story or information reading). Teachers may also describe inappropriate instances for using the strategy  

and (5) how to evaluate use of the strategy.

Teachers should show students how to evaluate their successful/unsuccessful use of the strategy, including suggestions for fix-up strategies to resolve remaining problems 
In 2011, after we developed the recommendation and the handout, we changed Curriculum Framework (syllabus) and included a new course “Methodology of teaching Language Learning Strategies” as an elective course. And at the same time language learning strategies were incorporated in the curricula of main English courses (Notes to the Teacher part) such as Speaking and Writing (ESW 110-360), English Grammar (EG 110-310), Phonetic Reading (EPH 110/120), Translation theory and practice (TTP 230/240/350), Developing Reading Skill (DRS 350/360), Developing Listening Skill (DLS 470/480), Vocabulary Development (EVD 120/230/240).
The outcomes of the collaborative action research, are much broader than those we just mentioned. We, as a Department, gain a lot by this research. We learnt that every action we take, every change we make should be based upon the informed judgment. It is crucial to have a common understanding of what we do and move together to achieve the goal set. Teaching is a consciously performed activity by which we explain and justify our actions, make decisions and resolve real problems. 
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