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Abstract 

Lesson Study (LS) as a collaborative learning approach for teacher professional development 

remains an area of critical interest for educational professionals. Most studies focus on the 

benefits and defects of LS practices implemented in the subject of mathematics or science, and 

in primary and secondary schools rather than English language teachers at the tertiary level. 

The research reported here focused on how LS might influence College English teacher’s 

professional development within the context of College English educational reform in China.  

Based on an adaptation of Dudley’s (2014) LS model, this research adopted a 

qualitative research method of Grounded Theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) in the teachers’ four-

week LS practice to collect and analyze data. Data source included observation of teachers’ 

teaching and meetings, and semi-structured interviews from 11 teachers in two groups of 

College English courses and two administrators, as well as documents related to this LS 

practice. Data were open-coded through a thematic analysis assisted with NVivo software to 

investigate the characteristics of the LS approach through comparing it with Collective Lesson 

Preparation (CLP), what teachers learned and developed in the LS learning community, and 

what impact the LS practice had on teacher professional development.  

Findings showed that compared with CLP, the LS approach generated lesson plans 

which were more easily implemented, had more specific and in-depth practice of all the 

teaching steps, was implemented continuingly on a regular basis with a long-term goal, valued 

the process of group planning, observation and reflection, and put students as the focus. The 

teachers enriched their teaching knowledge and improved their teaching repertoire (mainly 

about prioritization of teaching focus and about teaching design or conception) through the 

intervention of the LS practice. The teachers experienced six positive impacts of LS in peer 

modelling, expanding teaching ideas and skills, self-reflection, collaboration in common 

planning time, awareness of LS, and research enthusiasm. However, several teachers were 

distracted by the excessive amount of ideas, felt restricted by less flexibility of unified lesson 

plans, and were concerned with the constructive feedback element. 

Based on findings, this research first discussed implications for how the LS practice 

was applied.  It extracted four focal factors (teacher, organizer, expert, and time) that might 
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improve the effectiveness and sustainability of the LS implementation, as well as systematic 

policy support. As for the theoretical implication, an Experiential LS Learning Cycle was 

proposed, contributing to the literature on LS within an Asian context and to the development 

of Experiential Learning Cycle as well. This research also pointed out prospects of LS like 

online LS.  

 

Keywords: Lesson Study; collaborative learning; teacher professional development; 

Collective Lesson Preparation; reflection practice; experiential learning; Experiential Lesson 

Study Learning Cycle 
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

1.1 Context of China’s Educational Reforms in College English  

English as a foreign language (EFL) education at the tertiary level in China has experienced 

several reforms since China restored the College Entrance Examination in 1977 after the 10-

year political and social unrest of the Cultural Revolution. During this period of unrest, English 

language learning and teaching was largely neglected, and sometimes even abandoned. Before 

this turning point of the College Entrance Examination restoration, the initial English language 

teaching program was launched to steer China out of seclusion and the technological fall-

behind since the late Qing Dynasty in 1902 (Wang, 2007). Before the People’s Republic of 

China was established in 1949, there were no other English language teaching reforms. 

However, the subsequent China Opening and Reform policy made in 1978 accelerated to push 

English education to regain prominence as a compulsory subject in schools from secondary to 

tertiary level, to meet the requirements of China’s modernization. 

The Chinese Ministry of Education has devoted significant attention to EFL teaching 

at the tertiary level since 1977, and the past decades have witnessed four phases of China's 

tertiary EFL educational reforms.   

 Tertiary EFL Education at Restoration in 1978 

The first phase was the Restoration Phase, with an orientation of scientific and professional 

English teaching between 1978 and 1986 following the critical China Opening and Reform 

policy. In 1978, the Chinese government held a series of two-week national foreign language 

education seminars. During one of the seminars, the Vice-Chairman of the National People’s 

Congress, Chengzhi Liao, delivered a speech entitled Preparing Foreign Language Talents 

Intensively for Realizing Four Modernizations. Shortly after that, a Chinese political 

newspaper People's Education, published in the 10th issue of 1978, pointed out that college 

foreign language education should cultivate scientific and technological talents who 

understood both majors and foreign languages (Fu, 1986). In response to the central 

government’s call for action, the foreign language community immediately set off a wave of 

EFL teaching in scientific English and professional English (Cai, 2017).  
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 College English Test Reform in 1987  

The context of this study is the China educational reform of EFL for non-English major 

students at the tertiary level, known as College English. College English education has received 

particular policy attention since 1978  as the Chinese government regards English education as  

a critical element in the personal development of individual college students. In addition, the 

government also perceives College English education as a crucial contribution that lays a 

foundation for college students’ employment and academic achievement. College graduates 

with high levels of English proficiency are considered a necessary and key element that 

contribute to national strength, which would allow the country to take a strong position in the 

global competition. Accordingly, colleges and universities, including College English teachers, 

are expected to facilitate students to achieve higher English proficiency in their English 

teaching (H. Yang, 2015).  

The second phase was the Rapid Development Phase typical for exam-oriented teaching. 

In 1987, the Chinese Ministry of Education carried out an assessment instrument called the 

College English Test band 4 (CET-4) and band 6 (CET-6) in colleges and universities 

nationwide. All non-English major students were required to take the CET after they completed  

their two-year studies of College English. Their CET-4 scores were used to evaluate their 

English proficiency levels. Correspondingly, the CET-4 passing rate became a criterion for 

measuring teaching quality of different colleges and universities, resulting in its dominance in 

the areas of teacher assessment and promotion (Wang, 2007). Under the pressure of the CET, 

almost all Chinese colleges and universities at that time abandoned the original special-

purposed English courses and shifted to basic general English (Cai, 2017), which focused on 

learning mechanically the skills of listening, speaking, reading, and writing. These skills are 

believed to be taught exclusively for the purpose of passing the CET.  However, many argued 

that the mechanical teaching of these skills ignored the importance of the learners’ practical 

communicative abilities in English. Despite such concerns in the EFL sector, teachers who 

taught College English were directed into exam-oriented teaching (teaching to the test). 

 The College English Curriculum and Test Reform in 1999 

Given the emergence of nationwide extensive exam-oriented teaching, the then Vice-Premier 

Lanqing Li criticized in 1996 the teaching and learning effect of College English as not ideal 

(time-consuming, yet less effective), and unable to adapt to the country’s economic and social 
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development (Mao & Min, 2004). Jianjun Cen, the Director of the Foreign Language 

Department of China Higher Education, pointed out that College English teaching was not only 

a simple teaching problem, but also had a direct impact on the development of science, 

technology and the economy in China. It had already hampered the improvement of the quality 

of Chinese reform and opening up due to its ineffectiveness resulting in students with low 

English proficiency (Cai, 2017). These drove the Chinese Ministry of Education to reform 

College English in the aspects of the curriculum and tests afterward.  

The College English curriculum and test reform promulgated by the Chinese Ministry 

of Education in 1999 placed more emphasis on communicative language teaching than  in the 

past, complying with Chinese economic reform demands. Another change made was the 

addition of the spoken component in the CET, which specified that any student who got a score 

above 80 in the CET-4 or a score above 75 in the CET-6 were qualified to take an oral English 

test (CMoE, 1999). The syllabus and test highlighted the teaching objective of improving 

college students’ ability to communicate in English, but they still insisted on implementing 

General English teaching and kept the CET assessment instrument. Such a reform did not 

positively impact College English learning and teaching (Cai, 2017). On the one hand, there 

was an increasing willingness among teachers to experiment with the communicative approach 

(Brumfit et al., 1979), although the term still seemed quite general and vague to many teachers 

at that time. College English teachers were still restricted by the baton of the CET-4 and the 

CET-6. Thus, they continued to employ exam-oriented teaching approaches as their dominant 

approaches, without distinguishing characteristics of tertiary English teaching from English 

teaching in primary and secondary levels. On the other hand, college students had a tendency 

to learn English for certificates of the CET-4 and the CET-6. This meant that both the CET-4 

and the CET-6 were taken as a stepping stone to academic success as well as their employability 

in the job market. Therefore, both teachers and students were driven to focus on tests rather 

than developing the students’ communicative competence. The contradiction between the 

original reform goals and the practical measurement tools caused the failure of the 1999 

College English curriculum reform (H. Yang, 2015). 

 College English Curriculum and Assessment Reform in 2007 

The third phase (2000-2007) was the Further Development Phase, which was known for 

competence and application-based teaching. At the beginning of the 21st century, with China’s 

accession with the World Trade Organization (WTO) and increasingly frequent international 



7 

 

exchanges, the Chinese Ministry of Education decided to reform College English teaching to 

meet new challenges. In 2002, the Chinese Ministry of Education approved two important 

documents named Basic Thoughts on College English Teaching Reform and Draft project for 

College English Teaching Reform. College students’ communicative and practical abilities in 

English speaking and writing, particularly in their majors, were specified to be the primary 

teaching objectives in these two documents. These thoughts and planned project aimed for 

fundamental transformation from a knowledge-based approach or exam-oriented approach to 

a competence-based approach or application-based approach to College English language 

teaching and learning. These two documents also reflected a more holistic notion of quality 

education. That is, the overarching curriculum reform goal, which encouraged College English 

teachers to shift from the CET teaching to English practical application teaching by expanding 

their work to a holistic education that seeks to engage all aspects of the learner (e.g., mind, 

body, and spirit),  instead of spoon-feeding knowledge (Chen & Shen, 2010; Dello-Iacovo, 

2009; Wang, 2007).  

In 2003, the Chinese Ministry of Education officially launched the reform of College 

English teaching, and the main contents of the reformation were as follows (Wang, 2007):  

1) College English teaching aims to cultivate students’ comprehensive English application 

ability, especially their listening and speaking ability. 

2) The implementation of the new teaching model of College English is both computer and 

classroom-based. 

3) Formative assessments are combined with summative assessments. 

4)  The development of student’s independent learning ability is suggested to be valued. 

The following-up changes showed that this reform of College English teaching was 

heading in the right direction and had achieved remarkable results (H. Yang, 2015). In 2004, 

the trial version of College English Curriculum Requirements was officially issued, and it 

illustrated that the teaching objective of College English is to cultivate students’ comprehensive 

English application ability, especially their listening and speaking ability (Cai, 2017).  

Based on these documents, and the reform effects in 2002, 2003, and 2004 mentioned 

above, in 2007, the Chinese government implemented the revised College English Curriculum 

Requirements, in which all the key points related to teaching objectives and teaching models 
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remained. A newly-emerging piece of information as follows in the chapter of teaching 

management was set aside for college English teacher professional development: 

A system of faculty development should be established. The quality of teachers is the 

key to improving the teaching quality and the key to the construction and development 

of the College English program. Hence, colleges and universities are firstly obligated 

to: a) build faculty teams with a balanced structure of age, educational backgrounds and 

professional titles; b) place emphasis on the training and development of college 

English teachers and encourage them to conduct teaching and research work with a 

focus on the improvement of teaching quality; c) create conditions for English teachers 

to carry out relevant teaching and research activities in various forms; d) and promote 

effective cooperation among English teachers so that they can better adapt to the new 

teaching model. Meanwhile, opportunities should be created so that the teachers can 

enjoy sabbaticals and engage in advanced studies, thus ensuring sustainable 

improvement in their academic performance and methods of teaching. (CMoE, 2007)  

This phase of China’s College English Reform saw the initial attention to the 

significance of teacher professional development in contexts of economic and educational 

globalization. The newly revised College English Curriculum Requirements were not able to 

specify particular ways of enhancing teachers’ professional development. However, they 

showed a more collaborative approach to teaching and research on the assumption that such 

approaches were more conducive to motivating college students’ engagement and English 

teachers’ academic levels to improve the quality and academic outcomes of College English 

teaching.  

 The Latest Curriculum Reform of College English in 2017 

In 2017, the College English Teaching Guidelines (CMoE, 2017) were issued by the Chinese 

Ministry of Education, which unprecedentedly attached much importance to the professional 

development of College English teachers as well as  other aspects of reforms like teaching 

objectives, teaching requirements, curriculum design, assessment and testing, teaching 

approaches and tools, and teaching resources and teaching management. 

In the 2017 guidelines, notions such as policy guarantee, platform for teacher 

professional development, the admittance system for teachers, lifelong learning, and teaching 

learners were formally introduced as the guiding values and learning objectives for College 
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English teaching for the first time in China. Compared with the 2007 College English 

Curriculum Requirements, the 2017 College English Teaching Guidelines emphasized the 

significance of teacher professional development again, but with much more detailed solutions. 

First, College English teachers’ pursuits and efforts in their study and research field are 

put forward in particular as one of the requirements of improving the overall professional levels 

of College English teachers. The guidelines describe that teachers are the foundation of 

education. The quality, level and ability of teachers are the key factors affecting teaching 

quality. Improving the professional level and teaching ability of College English teachers 

requires not only the support and policy guarantee of the universities and the subordinate 

departments, but also the pursuit and efforts of the teachers themselves (CMoE, 2017). 

Second, the 2017 College English Teaching Guidelines point out the importance of 

constructing the optimized College English faculty teams, aiming to guarantee teachers’ 

professional development. According to this guideline, schools and their subordinate 

departments are the main platforms for teachers’ professional development. Teachers’ career 

planning and guidance should be strengthened and various forms should be adopted to 

guarantee teachers’ professional development and teaching development. Colleges and 

universities should attach importance to the construction of College English faculty teams, 

improve their moral standards and teaching skills, optimize their age, gender, professional titles, 

and educational backgrounds, and accordingly enhance the strength and competitiveness of 

College English teachers as a whole (CMoE, 2017). 

Third, the admittance system and teaching and academic training for College English 

teachers are clearly highlighted as an important task for institutions of higher education. The 

2017 guidelines specify that colleges and universities should gradually implement the 

admittance system for College English teachers, establish and improve the teacher training 

system, and provide regular and quantitative on-the-job training for teachers. In addition, 

colleges and universities are required to support teachers to carry out advanced study and 

research activities at home and abroad, and effectively improve the professional level and 

teaching ability of teachers (CMoE, 2017). 

Fourth, the 2017 guidelines make higher and more comprehensive requirements for 

College English teachers. They have to take the initiative to master the theory and knowledge 

of their professional disciplines and have the awareness of curriculum construction. In addition, 

College English teachers should have awareness of student-centered teaching and teaching 
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reform, cultivate the ability to apply modern education technologies. In order to establish the 

concept of lifelong learning and teaching learners, College English teachers are expected to 

update teaching ideas, improve their professional levels and quality, explore new teaching 

methods, and improve their teaching performance as the main content of professional 

development. They should undertake continuous learning and actively participate in teaching 

research and teaching reform as a main approach of their development, recognize the common 

development of the faculty team and realize self-worth under the support and motivation of 

their employers and colleagues (CMoE, 2017). 

This latest College English reform (CMoE, 2017) is the most comprehensive, covering 

the teaching syllabus, teaching modes, tests and teachers’ personal professional development. 

It is also the most challenging innovation for College English teachers, aiming for a 

fundamental role transformation from a language teacher to a teacher-learner in teaching and 

research. Furthermore, the concept of teaching research in the form of teaching community or 

the faculty team is first introduced in the College English Curriculum Reform to be taken as an 

approach aimed to recognize the importance of teachers’ development.  

1.2 Challenges for College English Teacher Professional 

Development 

Where there is reform, there is a challenge; and where there is a challenge, there is pressure. A 

series of problems caused by the reform meant that teachers were confronted by challenges and 

pressure which directly impacted their professional development. In the context of China’s 

educational reforms in College English, every step of the changes or innovations always directs 

or affects College English teachers’ role and professional development in both teaching and 

research. In particular, since China started to take giant strides in all aspects, including 

education at the beginning of the 21st century, every phase of College English reforms has been 

exerting an increasing number of challenges and pressure on College English teachers. 

The first type of challenge lies in the unbalanced structure of school faculties, showing 

that College English teachers have comparatively low educational backgrounds to the college 

teachers in other disciplines (Jiang, 2012; Wang, 2009). A comprehensive survey on College 

English teaching in 530 Chinese universities was conducted by the National Foreign Languages 

Teaching Advisory Board with the supervision of the Chinese Ministry of Education from 2009 

to 2010. Wang and Wang (2011) reported the survey findings. They highlighted that among 
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the 467 schools that provided data on the professional titles of College English teachers, the 

proportion of teachers with doctoral and master degrees had increased significantly (Wang, 

2009).  In addition, 9 percent of the surveyed teachers were pursuing their doctoral degrees and 

master’s degrees. Although the academic structure of College English teachers has made 

significant progress compared with the past, there is still a big gap between College English 

teaching faculty and the other disciplines where doctorates have been much more popular. The 

limitation of College English teachers’ educational backgrounds restricts the development of 

their profession and, accordingly, the improvement of their teaching quality (Jiang, 2012) . 

The second type of challenge for College English teachers comes from the curriculum 

reform, which includes all aspects of teaching, especially teaching models and teaching 

technologies (Cai, 2013) . The 2007 College English Curriculum Requirements indicated that 

all colleges and universities should remold the existing unitary teacher-centered pattern of 

language teaching by introducing computer-based and classroom-based teaching models. The 

new model should be built on modern information technology, particularly network technology, 

so that English language teaching and learning will be, to a certain extent, free from the 

constraints of time or place and geared towards students’ individualized and autonomous 

learning (CMoE, 2007).  

This up-to-date teaching requirement in the information age sets a high bar for College 

English teachers.  Since then, all teachers teaching College English have had to explore ways 

to effectively use web multimedia and other teaching resources and put them into trial inside 

and outside their classrooms. They have to master basic operating technologies in the fields of 

multimedia, network, databases, and the like to conduct their interactive and task-based 

teaching. Teachers are required to learn to choose, process, and display information and give 

full play to the advantages of information technology. With the exposure to multimedia, 

teachers are responsible for establishing an interactive teaching mechanism, to stimulate their 

students’ engagement in classrooms. Moreover, to implement student-centered education and 

gear towards cultivating students’ lifelong learning abilities, teachers are obligated to deliver 

lessons using information technologies that are designed to enhance their students’ learning 

and communicative skills both online and offline (Xia, 2007). The priority is to arouse students’ 

interest in making full use of online self-learning resources and then cultivate their abilities to 

analyze and solve problems independently, which is the so-called ‘It is better to teach a man to 

fish than to give him fish.’ 
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At the same time, almost all Chinese universities have explored and established web-

based autonomous language-learning centers, adopted the blended teaching and learning model 

based on network and classroom instruction, which leads to new challenges for College English 

teachers in choosing teaching materials, teaching designs, monitoring, and assessing students’ 

self-directed learning. 

A lack of research experience is the third challenge. College English teachers in China 

lack research abilities to match the English proficiency level required for teaching in higher 

education, such as listening, speaking, reading, writing, learning, and research within the 

academic context (Xia, 2012; Zhong et al., 2001). Several reasons can account for this problem. 

To begin with, College English teachers in China are overwhelmed by heavy teaching loads, 

and this has led them to neglect the need to conduct scientific research. The typical example 

among the majority of universities in China is that the whole College English faculty team of 

about 50 teachers are responsible for teaching all ten to twenty-thousand freshman and 

sophomore students at their universities. Hence, the number of College English teachers who 

publish academic papers and apply for research projects is limited. In addition, the existing 

teacher evaluation system is not advantageous to the career development of teachers (Wang & 

Wang, 2011). 

Moreover, although college intellectuals, many College English teachers do not 

maintain the habit of reading English academic articles, especially those on the theories and 

practices of English-language teaching. These teachers’ limited exposure to updated ideas or 

theories of foreign language education contributed to their lack of production in terms of 

writing academic papers (Xia, 2012). These teachers are content to complete the work of 

teaching and do not know what the research is. They are not sensitive to the micro-phenomena 

involved in English language teaching, due to their deficient knowledge of research paradigms 

and research methods. These teachers’ inactivity in teaching research could hinder their 

professional development, inevitably leading to stagnation. Furthermore, teachers have little 

co-operation with each other, and professional isolation exists among them. Without frequently 

sharing feelings and ideas about their teaching, teachers who teach College English tend to be 

limited in the reflection for their own class as they know nothing about classroom practices 

applied by other teachers’ classroom teaching. They often end up with no idea about other 

forms of teaching experience and discussion of research questions in the literature (Xu, 2015). 
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The fourth challenge is a sense of professional burnout (mental exhaustion). College 

English teachers in China have no sense of identity in their major because College English is a 

public language course for all majors (Wang, 2011). Moreover, with the low output efficiency 

of research achievements, they have minimal opportunities for professional promotion. These 

teachers are often confronted by biased perceptions of the public as their job of teaching 

College English is perceived as low-level academic-content, high repetition rate, and low-level 

teaching difficulty. Part of this perception is due to the fact that college English teachers often 

repeatedly duplicate simple teaching tasks mechanically and their high percentage of 

occupational burnout has been reported as a well-known fact. When teachers are not rewarded 

for extended hours of work, they lose their motivation for teaching and research. With the lack 

of motivation, direction, guidance, and efforts for career enhancement, teachers may not  

necessarily reflect on the true meaning of teaching reform and innovation (Chen & Lin, 2008; 

L. Liu, 2014; P. Liu, 2014). 

In summary, College English teachers have to upgrade their academic qualifications, 

apply modern information technology to their teaching, improve their research abilities, and 

overcome their professional burnout to keep pace with the latest College English Curriculum 

Reform. All of these requirements and challenges for College English teachers are in sore need 

of new resolutions. 

1.3 Lesson Study Practices 

Lesson Study (LS), a classroom-based, collaborative mode of teacher professional 

development, originated from Japan during the 1870s (Fernandez, 2002). Researchers such as 

Lewis (2004) and Wong (2013) regarded LS as the source of seven key pathways to teacher 

professional development: e.g., a) to increase knowledge in the subject matter; b) to increase 

knowledge of instruction; c) to increase the ability to observe students; d) stronger collegial 

networks; e) stronger connection of daily practice to long-term goals; f) stronger motivation 

and sense of efficacy; and g) to improve quality of available lesson plans. 

The original term of LS in Japanese jugyou (lesson) kenkyuu (study) was developed by 

Japanese teachers who aimed to solve teaching and learning problems that arise in classroom 

settings (Ferreira & Ono, 2010). The application of LS helps teachers collaboratively explore 

and implement effective teaching practices (Chokshi & Fernandez, 2005). This in turn 
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improves their quality of teaching through a reflective, recursive and collaborative process 

(Dudley, 2011). 

Jugyou kenkyuu consists of a series of activities known as an LS cycle (Lewis, Perry, 

& Murata, 2006). These steps are as follows: 

a) collaboratively set a goal that teacher participants want to improve;  

b) plan the research lesson;  

c) conduct the research lesson with one of the teachers to team teach;  

d) other team members observe and collect information on student learning; 

e) collaboratively discuss the lesson and refine the lesson plan. 

LS is composed of three cycles, and at the end of each cycle, a new plan is made 

collaboratively to tackle the previous problems in teaching and polish the previous lesson 

(Dudley, 2015). 

LS, according to Lewis (2002), is described as a complex process which involves 

teachers jointly setting goals, collecting data and feedback on students’ learning, making 

protocols that enable them to generate constructive discussions of teaching and educational 

problems. However, it is also considered as a rather deceptively simple process for it requires 

no technology or prior experience in LS, and thus any small group of teachers can try it (Dudley, 

2015). 

This fundamental teacher-learning mode has been widely used in Japan since the 1950s 

(Abiko, 2011). However, it gained its popularity globally following the release of the book The 

Teaching Gap: Best Ideas from the World’s Teachers for Improving Education in the 

Classroom, which was written by Stigler and Hiebert in 1999 (Stigler & Hiebert, 1999)  and a 

doctoral dissertation by Yoshida (Fernandez & Yoshida, 2004). Based on a video study of 

Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) in which American students 

lagged behind half of the other forty nation counterparts in the competition, researchers 

compared the different teaching patterns in mathematics and science from the USA, Japan, and 

Germany. Stigler and Hiebert conducted a field investigation and discovered that Japan, the 

country that ranked in the top five in TIMSS, had a nationally adopted teaching practice that 

helped teachers collaboratively accumulate and improve their professional knowledge and 

skills, and then gradually change the overall culture of teaching through the country. The 
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application of LS contributed to the high quality of mathematics teaching in Japan. This 

prevailing and pivotal practice is LS. 

Since then, the interest of the educationalists of the USA in LS has been growing 

substantially. Hiebert et al. (2005) accelerated the educational reforms by urging American 

policy-makers and educators to implement LS among schools and teachers. In the two years 

from 2000 to 2001, several states, national and international conventions were held under the 

theme of LS. As of 2004, the research on LS was conducted in at least 32 states, 125 school 

districts, and 335 schools in the USA, with more than 150 LS teams and at least 2,300 teachers 

involved. 

With the contribution of Stigler and Hiebert’s landmark study (Stigler & Hiebert, 1999), 

LS as a model of teacher-professional learning began to get favored by the international 

community. It expanded to other regions and countries in Asia, North America, Europe, Africa, 

and the Middle East. In December 2005, the Hong Kong Institute of Education held the first 

international annual conference on LS. In the second annual conference held in December 2006, 

it established the World Association of Lesson Study (WALS). This was when the Japanese 

LS mode, the Hong Kong LS mode, and the mode of the Action Education (AE) in Shanghai, 

China, were employed as the three effective models for in-service teaching and learning 

training around the world. These three models attracted worldwide attention, among which the 

Japanese LS mode was the most highly praised. LS was promoted as a powerful way to change 

teachers’ professional development in the 21st century (Gu & Wang, 2006). Today, member-

institutes of WALS span over sixty countries.  

1.4 Systemic Support for Lesson Study Practice in China  

China has a long history of Lesson Study (LS) as an important vehicle for teacher professional 

development (Gu & Wang, 2006; Xu & Pedder, 2014). Before the Japanese term -lesson study- 

was introduced to China, the collaborative teacher-learning model had been popular among 

teachers and schools at all levels in China. 

In 1902, the Chinese government set up the Association of Education to provide 

teacher-training programs nationwide (Cai, 2017). In 1935, the Action Outline, which was 

issued by the then Chinese Ministry of Education for Research Committees on Provincial and 

Municipal Middle Schools, including Normal Education, specified that all the schools whose 
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faculty number is over five must establish a research group or committee on teaching (Chen & 

Yang, 2013). 

In the 1950s, after the founding of the People’s Republic of China, the Chinese Ministry 

of Education officially carried out the requirements of teaching research for all school teachers 

across the country. The teacher researchers were staffed in provincial, regional, and national 

organizations to guide activities like lesson planning and class demonstration among teachers, 

especially inexperienced teachers and pre-service teachers (Guo, 2003). The practice of LS in 

such an institutional structure was used to help the large number of untrained teachers to  

develop their pedagogical knowledge and skills in a timely manner to meet the requirements 

of China’s political, economic, cultural, and educational development at a new stage. However, 

LS experienced a suspension of ten years in the political campaign Cultural Revolution in the 

1960s and did not get back on track until the 1978 Opening and Reform policy started to be 

implemented (Cai, 2017; H. Yang, 2015). 

In 1999, scholars from the Shanghai Academy of Education Sciences (SAES) analyzed 

more than 60 lessons for LS, using classroom observation technologies and video analysis 

methods. In addition, these scholars developed a set of teacher training courses based on three 

main parts of a training course -basic theories, case studies, and practices after communicating 

with experts from the US Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching for a cross-

cultural multidimensional investigation. On this basis, they further mined several lesson 

models for LS in teaching mathematics (Sun, 2016). 

In 2002, researchers from SAES and East China Normal University started the research 

of LS in China, which marked a major threshold of Chinese scholars’ research interest in LS. 

Findings from the research had a significant impact in Mainland China, which represented a 

profound reform of teachers’ teaching and research methods echoing the new curriculum 

reform and generated a significant model in the reform of teachers’ learning and training 

methods (Yang, 2007). 

In 2004, at the 49th annual international conference the International Council On 

Education for Teaching, a research team that was led by Lingyuan Gu from SAES, presented 

a keynote (Sun, 2016) titled School-based Research and Professional Learning: An Innovative 

Model to Promote Teacher Professional Development in China (Gu & Wang, 2006). The 

keynote introduced a relatively systemic empirical research on collaborative teaching. Aiming 

at the persistent problem of disconnection between theory and practice in in-service teacher 
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training, Gu’s team analyzed the teaching-and-research activities in Mainland China. Based on 

their findings, they formed a teacher training model with the core concept of practice reflection, 

theory guidance, and behavioral follow-up (Gu & Wang, 2003, 2006). Since then, as a form of 

Action Education, Chinese researchers have started on the application of LS in their teaching 

and research practices. 

1.5 Research Interest in Lesson Study at Tertiary Level 

Nowadays, Lesson Study (LS) is capturing the attention of some teachers and researchers in 

China through domestic experts’ experiments and advocacy (Chen & Yang, 2013; Huang & 

Bao, 2006; H. Yang, 2015). However, these studies mainly focus on the introduction of 

theoretical knowledge and exploratory experiments on a small scale, most of which are limited 

to the teaching and learning practices in primary and secondary schools. As a result, LS at a 

tertiary level is seldom researched or valued by teachers, scholars, and practitioners, although 

faculty teams have weekly and/or month meetings in all higher education institutions in China. 

Compared with EFL teachers in primary and secondary schools, College English 

teachers have more freedom or flexibility in working and more cumulated independent working 

hours (Liu, 2015) leading to their detachment from collective learning and improvement. 

College English teachers have no fixed working time from 9 am to 5 pm. They have different 

individual working schedules. Different working policies and conditions in colleges and 

universities make it difficult to gather the teachers for meetings (Li, 2009), which directly 

results in cutting down the possibility of implementing LS. Due to a long-term lack of 

communication with peer teachers and observation of their peers’ class teaching, College 

English teachers are confined to their teaching levels, making it difficult to identify their 

shortcomings without the help of their peers. Accordingly, LS at the tertiary level has not yet 

received widespread attention and dissemination. 

For a long time, teachers’ continuing education in China has been confined to the 

increase of their pedagogical knowledge and the improvement of their professional skills (Sun, 

2016). However, the spiritual needs of these teachers, which is believed to be an essential 

component of their professional lives, has been neglected. Teachers’ training has been 

simplified to cultivate craftsman whose role is imparting knowledge and skills. In such training, 

teachers’ role is identified as the passive imitator. Also, teachers’ subject  awareness, their 

individual value, and their professional creativity are suppressed. Teacher-training methods are 
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also rigid as they are applied mainly in the form of centralized listening to reports. During such 

training sessions, teachers are not engaged, and the training outcomes are believed to be 

unsatisfactory. Teachers are confined to unrealistic teaching settings while mechanically 

accepting the training courses with the same theme and content. These teachers are expected 

to achieve the unified training objectives mechanically and become the teacher product of the 

training-course assembly line. 

My interest in LS arose initially from my personal experience as a College English 

teacher in China from 2001. During this professional period, I had frequent opportunities to 

engage in LS activities in a Chinese university, called Collective Lesson Preparation (CLP), 

oriented towards new curriculum experimentation and adaptation at the classroom level. These 

guided activities were held during each school term, covering each sub-course of College 

English. The activities were organized by the course leaders at the course group level and 

department teaching researchers at the department level. These experiences have informed my 

own classroom practices. From a professional standpoint, my skill set as an EFL teacher 

transformed as I went from an inexperienced student-teacher and have become an EFL teacher 

with 20 years of teaching experience in the context of the ever-changing educational reforms 

of College English. This interest in LS developed further during my six-month academic visit 

to the University of Leicester, in the United Kingdom. During the visit, I encountered research 

literature and conceptual frameworks that involved more generalized accounts than what I was 

accustomed to in China. More importantly, the face-to-face seminars, lectures, and workshops 

held by a community of researchers who were specialized in this area gave me insight into 

more specific applications of LS. This experience helped me reflect on how teachers’ learning 

and change might be driven or supported through their participation in LS.  

1.6 Thesis Organization 

This thesis will proceed in the following organization. Chapter 2 reviews the literature about 

an approach of teacher professional development. More specifically, the chapter examines the 

area of Lesson Study (LS) and Social Constructivism (Piaget, 1978; Vygotsky & Cole, 1978), 

which is the underpinning theoretical proposition. Chapter 2 explores in more detail the 

research characteristics of LS and main research focuses and findings of LS. Based on a critical 

analysis of the existing literature, I discover the research gap and this accordingly leads to the 
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research question: what is the impact of LS on teacher professional development within the 

context of College English reforms? 

Chapter 3 presents the methodology to explore the characteristics of LS through 

comparing CLP and LS, what the teachers learn within an LS learning community, and how 

LS influences teacher professional development. The chapter outlines the research aim, 

participants, research design, including data source, data collection procedures, data analysis 

methods, and limitations of this study. This chapter also introduces the Grounded Theory 

(Glaser & Strauss, 1967), which is used to collect and analyze data, the strategies to improve 

validity and reliability, and ethical considerations.  

Chapter 4 makes contextualized accounts of the research findings of the three research 

questions related to LS. In addition, this chapter offers a description of the characteristics of 

LS through the differences between CLP and LS. It illustrates what teachers learn and develop 

within a learning community from the perspectives of teaching knowledge and teaching 

practices, and identifies the positive and negative impacts of LS on teacher professional 

development.  

Chapter 5 first discusses the implications for the effectiveness and sustainability of LS 

practices from the perspective of the construction of an LS learning community: asymmetrical 

teacher members under a peer model-driven mechanism, organizers and experts, and their 

common availability. It also introduces implications for policy and theory. In particular, this 

chapter puts forward an experiential professional development model, the Experiential LS 

Learning Cycle, by connecting Experiential Learning Cycle to LS. Finally, it concludes the 

thesis by proposing a prospect of LS, examining the limitations of this study, and offering 

directions for future research. 
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Chapter 2 Literature Review 

2.1 Teacher Professional Development  

Teacher professional development, one of the essential factors related to education, is defined 

as “teachers’ learning: how they learn to learn and how they apply their knowledge in practice 

to support students’ learning (Postholm, 2012, p. 405)”. As Guskey (2002) pointed out, high-

quality professional development for teachers is a central component in nearly every modern 

proposal for the improvement of education. 

Teacher professional development is highly valued by researchers and practitioners by 

being presented, studied and applied into the literature as well as inside and outside classrooms 

in many different ways. However, the core of their endeavors is the understanding that 

professional development is always about teacher’s learning, which includes learning how to 

learn and teach, and transforming their knowledge into practice to benefit their students’ 

growth (Avalos, 2011). Based on consensus among recent academic researchers and scholars 

like Darling-Hammond (2000), Schacter and Thum (2004, p. 419) has also established that 

“more learning takes place in classrooms with higher levels of quality teaching”. The 

importance of improving the quality of teachers is self-evident. The main goal of improving 

teacher quality has informed educational researchers’ ongoing interest in teacher learning in 

theoretical and practical dimensions (Yalcin Arslan, 2018). A particular focus for the path of 

teacher professional development, shown by a considerable number of studies, is on teaching 

practices (the ways in which teacher understands and implements instruction) (Farrell, 2019; 

Zaslavsky & Leikin, 2004), and teaching practices have been claimed to play a critical part in 

teacher professional development (Schacter & Thum, 2004; Yalcin Arslan, 2018). The 

previous studies about professional development proves that teacher professional development 

as an intervention changes practice, which is shown in deepening the teachers’ knowledge and 

refining their skills, making a positive impact on valued student outcomes (Timperley et al., 

2008; Van Veen et al., 2012), enhancing the quality of EFL teachers (Wichadee, 2011) and 

increasing the EFL teachers’ self-efficacy (Karimi, 2011). 

Teacher professional development is driven by the needs of both extending and 

renewing teacher beliefs, teachers’ academic knowledge, practices and skills (Bietenbeck, 
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2014). Solutions for such needs may be advances in pedagogy, new teaching technology, 

curriculum change or more effective classroom management (Chen et al., 2012). Nevertheless, 

the underlying effort is to improve outcomes of students, whether students are qualified to be 

focused on understandings, skills, attitudes or engagement. 

However, how to promote teacher professional development in order to consequently 

improve students’ outcomes remains a question. Teacher professional development is a 

complex process (Guskey & Sparks, 2004), which requires cognitive and emotional 

involvement of teachers individually and/ or collectively. It requires teachers’ capacity and 

willingness to examine where they stand in terms of convictions, beliefs, the perusal and 

enactment of appropriate alternatives for improvement or change. All these kinds of teacher 

development occur in particular educational policy environments or school cultures. The 

instruments used to trigger teachers’ professional development also depend on the objectives 

and needs of teachers as well as those of their students (Cordingley et al., 2015; Díaz-Maggioli, 

2004). Thus, formal structures of teachers’ professional development such as courses and 

workshops may serve some purposes of imparting teacher knowledge, while teachers’ 

involvement in the production of curricula, the discussion of assessment data or the sharing of 

strategies may serve other purposes of improving teachers’ practical teaching repertoires. 

Although various studies support the positive impact of teachers’ professional development, 

many agree that not every form of professional development is practical or relevant to all 

teachers (Seleznyov, 2019; Vermunt et al., 2019). The gap of negative impact of teachers’ 

professional development needs to further study, experiment, discuss and reflect based on the 

history and traditions of groups of teachers, the educational needs of their student populations, 

the expectations of the education systems of which the teachers are part, teachers’ working 

conditions and the opportunities to learn that are open to them. 

There are two main approaches to professional development for Chinese college 

English teachers since the introduction of the latest reform in 2017: upgrading academic 

qualifications and engaging in the teacher training provided by the universities. As for the 

teacher training, the universities usually adopt two ways: a) sending teachers out for academic 

visit to the other universities at home and abroad, and b) inviting experts at home and abroad 

to deliver lectures, seminars, and workshops (Wang, 2009; Xia, 2012). None of these methods 

are perfect, and they all have drawbacks. Pursuing a Ph.D. degree puts teachers at risk of losing 

their current jobs, and it is time-consuming and energy-intensive. Academic visit abroad is at 

high cost and usually disrupts the normal teaching arrangement of the department due to the 



22 

 

faculty’s long-term absence. Experts’ lectures are usually large-scale, with large audience of 

more than 50 people; teachers are unable to interact with the experts and other practitioners 

adequately(L. Liu, 2014; Xia, 2012). 

As for the questions about how teachers can study and they get professional 

development as learners in an effective way, psychologists (Beck et al., 2006; Dewey, 1933; 

Phillips, 1995; Piaget, 1978) provide a new perspective for teacher professional development-

social constructivism. 

2.2  The Perspective of Social Constructivism 

Before explaining social constructivism, I first introduce its origin: constructivist learning 

theory. The constructivist learning theory evolved from cognitive learning theory. 

 Constructivist Learning Theory 

Cognitive learning theory and behaviorist learning theory are the main dominant learning 

theories to guide learning (Woolfolk Hoy et al., 2013). Behaviorist learning theory believes 

that observable behavior rather than internal thought processes is the focus of learning. It 

focuses on the stimulus-response and regards the learner as a passive responder to external 

stimuli, and the receiver of knowledge infusion (McLeod, 2003). In the past decades, this 

particular theory of learning has been superseded by cognitive learning theory. Cognitive 

learning theory values internal psychological process of the learner and takes the learner as the 

subject of information processing. After psychologists deepened research on the cognitive rules 

of the human learning process, the constructivist learning theory, an important branch of 

cognitive learning theory, has gradually become popular (Kolb et al., 2014) in Western 

countries (Europe, the Americas, and Australasia). Constructivism is described as a learning 

and meaning-making theory where “individuals create their own new understandings, based 

upon the interaction of what they have already known and believed, and the phenomena or 

ideas with which they come in contact” (Richardson, 1997, p. 3). Constructivist learning theory 

deals with two basic questions: a) what is learning, and b) how to learn (He, 1998).  
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2.2.1.1 The Meaning of Learning 

Learning is the process of gaining knowledge. From the stance of constructivism, the 

acquisition of knowledge is not imparted by teachers. Instead, with the help of those who are 

more knowledgeable (i.e., teachers, peers) together with the application of learning materials, 

learners acquire knowledge through meaning construction within a particular context, namely 

social and cultural background (Simons, 1993; Yimin, 2003). This is Vygotsky’s “zone of 

proximal development” (ZPD) contains: a level of development attained when children engage 

in social behavior. Full development of the ZPD depends upon full social interaction (Fani & 

Ghaemi, 2011; Vygotsky & Cole, 1978). Since learning is a process of meaning construction 

within specific contexts through interpersonal cooperative activities, the constructivists believe 

that the four elements of learning are: a) situation; b) collaboration; c) interaction; and d) 

meaning construction. 

As mentioned above, one of the four characteristics of the constructivist learning is 

situation (learning background and condition) (Tam, 2000). The situation in the learning 

environment must be conducive to constructing the meaning of what students have learned. 

This element puts forward additional requirements for instructional design. Namely, in a 

constructivist learning environment, instructional design should be considered as the analysis 

of teaching objectives and the creation of a situation conducive to the construction of meaning 

for students. In addition, creating the situation should be regarded as one of the most essential 

contents within the instructional design. 

The second characteristic of the constructivist learning is collaboration between people 

(Williams & Sheridan, 2010). Collaboration occurs throughout the learning process. It plays 

an important role in the collection and analysis of learning materials, the presentation and 

verification of hypotheses, the evaluation of learning outcomes, and the final construction of 

meaning. 

The third characteristic of the constructivist learning is interaction between people 

(Scott, 2001). Interaction is an indispensable part of the collaboration process. In this process, 

the wisdom of each learner is shared by the learning group. Therefore, interaction is one of the 

important means to achieve meaning construction in the learning process. 

The fourth characteristic of constructivist learning theory is meaning construction (Hein, 

1991). Meaning construction is the ultimate goal of the entire learning process. The meaning 



24 

 

to be constructed refers to the nature or the law of objects, experiences, or phenomenon, and 

the internal relations between them. Thus, in the process of learning, helping students to 

construct meaning is to help students develop a deep understanding of the nature, the rules or 

the internal relations based on the current learning content (Bada & Olusegun, 2015). The long-

term storage form of this understanding in the brain is often referred to as the schema in the 

literature, which is also known as the cognitive structure of what is being learned. 

From the above clarification of the meaning of learning, it can be seen that the quality 

of learning is determined by learner’s ability to construct meaning, rather than learner’s ability 

to reproduce teachers’ subject knowledge. How much knowledge is attained depends on 

learner’s ability to construct the meaning of relevant knowledge based on their own experience, 

rather than on learner’ ability to memorize and recite what teachers teach. 

2.2.1.2 Learning Methods 

Constructivism advocates learner-centered learning under the guidance of teachers (Massouleh 

& Jooneghani, 2012). This theoretical perception places emphasis on learners’ roles of internal 

cognition in the learning process and the guiding role of teachers. Teachers are the helpers and 

promoters of meaning construction, rather than the imparters and indoctrinators of knowledge 

(Wu, 2021). Learners are the subjects of information processing and the active constructors of 

meaning, rather than the passive recipients of external stimuli and the objects of indoctrination. 

Educational theorist John Dewey (1933) believed that knowledge was a phenomenon in which 

different subjects intersect with each other. For him, individuals could acquire knowledge by 

exchanging and combining their understanding as well as interpretations after comparing and 

contrasting with others. Agreeing with this perception, Teague (2000) stated that such a 

paradigm focused on the process of social interaction. 

To actively construct meanings, learners are required to engage in the learning process 

from the following aspects. Firstly, learners should use the method of exploration and discovery 

to construct the meaning of knowledge. Secondly, learners should take the initiative to collect 

and analyze relevant information and materials related to the learning content, put forward 

various hypotheses, and verify learning problems. Finally, learners should be able to make 

connections between their background knowledge and the newly-learned knowledge. 

Connection and thinking are the key to meaning construction (He, 1998). If the process of 

connection and thinking is combined with the process of negotiation in collaborative learning 
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(i.e., the process of communication and discussion), the efficiency and quality of meaning 

construction for learners becomes higher. There are two types of negotiation: self-negotiation 

(i.e., internal negotiation) (Huang, 2002) and mutual negotiation (i.e., social negotiation) 

(Dirckinck-Holmfeld, 2006).  

 The Perspective of Social Constructivism to Teacher Professional 

Development  

Despite the individualistic orientation in constructivism, a new strand in social and cultural 

thought generated later versions of constructivism. Social constructivism was developed by 

Piaget (1978), Vygotsky and Cole (1978). The development of other different branches of 

constructivism has created a context for different claims and practices, especially in 

collaborative group work and classroom instruction (Brody & Davidson, 1998). However, 

since the 1980s,  teacher education has shifted from the transmission approach to the 

knowledge construction approach in which teacher-learners construct their own understandings 

of language-teaching theories and practices based on their social experiences in their 

communities (Sadeghi, 2012). 

Compared with the new social constructivist approach, the philosophical perception of 

the traditional transmission approach to teacher learning views teaching as a simple process of 

spoon-feeding or cascading, transferring external knowledge and information to learners who 

are perceived as passive recipients of knowledge. Hence, effective teaching was measured by 

factors like teacher educator’s skills and capabilities (Aliakbari et al., 2015). Kumaravadivelu 

(2001, p. 537) argued that the transmission model of language-teacher education was 

“hopelessly inadequate to produce self-directing and self-determining teachers who constitute 

the backbone of a post-method pedagogy”. 

The social constructivist perspective of teacher professional development emphasizes 

teachers’ agency in constructing and shaping their new knowledge and skills based on their 

understanding. Through their agency in social learning and teaching practices in different 

contexts, teachers become aware of teacher professional development, which is often in the 

form of an internal absorption, acquisition and reconstruction after an external social input 

(Johnson, 2009). The constructivist model of teacher learning views knowledge construction 

as the result of interactions between teacher-learners through conversations, discussions, 
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cooperation and negotiation which can potentially help develop their interests, initiatives, and 

creativity effectively (Li, 2012). 

 Social Constructivist Approach to Teacher Professional Development 

Key elements of social constructivist approaches to teaching as discussed below contribute to 

many researchers’ effective application to teacher education. 

The first key element of a social constructivist approach is that knowledge is 

constructed by learners, but this does not mean the construction of knowledge is just an 

individual and subjective matter without external reference. Rather, knowledge is greatly 

influenced by individuals’ experiences interacting with the world around them (Phillips, 1995). 

Beck et al. (2006) applied a social constructivist approach to teacher education at the University 

of Toronto. Findings from their research show that teacher-learners who are encouraged to 

reflect on and discuss what they are learning can develop a distinctive teaching style of their 

own. 

The second key element is that learning is social. Vygotsky and Cole (1978) put much 

importance on the need to stimulate learning within a zone in line with each learner’s current 

level of knowledge development. Social constructivists propose learning communities ranging 

from classes to large society. Compared with the impact of a large society that is often negative 

and accidental, a well-organized class community positively influences the development of 

learners’ ownership of their learning with strong social and emotional support (Beck et al., 

2006; Brophy, 2002). Moreover, inclusiveness and equity in the learning community are 

pointed out by Dewey (1933) and Piaget (1978). They criticized and appealed for reducing the 

prejudice and discrimination against member of minority groups in learning communities. 

These groups include, but are not limited to, visible minorities, ethnic minorities, sexual 

minorities, gender minorities, and other social minorities.   

The third key element is that knowledge is experience-based, and all aspects of a person 

are connected. Learners tend to develop new concepts and principles based on their experience 

of the world while interpreting existing ones. The sheer range of the teacher-learners’ 

experiential background offers a rich resource to construct their teaching knowledge. The 

reflective learning theory proposed by Dewey (1933) values individual experiences and their 

reflections on these experiences, advocating learning by doing. To improve professional ability, 

teachers can use two types of reflection practice: reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action 
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(Schön, 1983, 1987). Kolb (1984) further develops a reflective model, which is in the form of 

Experiential Learning Cycle to describe the experiential learning process. According to the 

model, learning is a process of creating knowledge through the conversion of experience, rather 

than the acquisition and transmission of content. From the stance of this holistic paradigm, 

social interactions, and varying aspects of individuals (e.g., the body, values, attitudes, ethics, 

aesthetics, emotions, and actions) help generate their personalized knowledge (Foucault & 

Faubion, 1998; Sternberg, 2003). Teacher-learners who are encouraged to bring their part of 

life experiences to the learning community and get involved in popular culture, help the whole 

cohort to humanize their approach to teaching (Beck et al., 2006). 

Social constructivism highlights two main aspects: a) autonomy of individual 

construction, and b) sociality of individual construction. Under the constructivist approach, 

teacher learners do not ignore the significance of “dialogue” and “collaboration” in the process 

of individual knowledge construction. Unlike teachers as passive receivers in the traditional 

commission concept, teachers under constructivism are trained to achieve teachers’ continuous, 

independent and life-long development based on their individual development and phased 

development. Teacher knowledge is a kind of personal knowledge based on teacher belief 

which is gradually constructed through individual teacher’s teaching practices, and thus in 

essence, teacher development mainly depends on the teachers’ understanding of teaching 

practices. Therefore, how teachers should better understand teaching and thus develop 

themselves is a question. 

Teachers’ professionalization advocates that teachers should be placed in the 

professional learning group. Based on certain environmental restrictions, teachers’ 

development also needs external dimensions. From the perspective of social constructivism, 

the internal development of individual teachers gradually coordinates with the external 

environment. In addition, the professional self-improvement of teachers is combined with the 

external environment, which gradually generates their professional knowledge, skills and 

values. Teachers are lifelong learners in the process of professional development under the 

social constructivist context as they are required to learn teaching, learn reflection, learn 

research, and learn cooperation (Ma & Ren, 2011). 

In view of the nature, conditions, requirements, or the resolutions that social 

constructivism contains, specifies, or provides, it is notable that the key elements of social 

constructivism (e.g., cooperation, interaction, meaning construction, discussion, learning 
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community, group learning, external environment, dialogue and collaboration, and individual 

construction) are just what a new approach to teacher professional development covers—

Lesson Study (LS).  

2.3 Lesson Study as a Way of Teacher Professional Development 

LS is a collaborative practice-based approach that enables teachers to reflect on classroom 

teaching and promote their ability to implement teaching knowledge and skills. Ericsson (2014) 

stated that practice-based experiences provide teachers with opportunities to integrate 

pedagogy and content acquired through coursework and instruction. Consequently, educational 

scholars emphasize that teachers should be provided with necessary opportunities and support 

for instructional improvement (Garet & u.a, 2001). In addition, many researchers are convinced 

that embedding reflection and the generation of shared teacher knowledge within teachers’ 

everyday practice might significantly influence teacher development (Fernandez & Yoshida, 

2004). 

LS, a comprehensive and well-designed process, might provide teachers with such 

support and the opportunity to pursue ongoing professional development. LS is the primary 

form of professional development utilized for supporting teacher development and teaching 

practice in Japan and various regions of North America (Lewis, 2009). For Japanese teachers, 

LS has been regarded as essential for their teaching and has played a crucial role in 

implementing new curriculums across the country (Takahashi & McDougal, 2016). During the 

late 1990s, the LS approach extended outside of Japan, mainly in the USA, where its use has 

similarly been considered an efficient way for examining teaching practice (Fernandez et al., 

2003). 

2.4 Research Characteristics of Lesson Study 

During the past decades, a number of studies on LS have reported detailed interventions or 

ways of improvement designed for teachers who aim to enhance their professional learning, 

with an eye on the impact of LS on teacher and student changes (Coenders & Verhoef, 2018; 

Dudley, 2011; Godfrey et al., 2019; Goh & Fang, 2017; Saito & Atencio, 2013). These studies 

cover varying research and developmental procedures or forms in different political, economic, 

cultural and social contexts in different geographical regions. This literature review provides a 

bird’s eye view of LS (see Section 2.4.1 and Section 2.4.2), thematically organized in terms of 
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LS research characteristics including their main emphases or focuses, and then reviewed 

closely those articles selected as being particularly illustrative of the thematic areas on how LS 

works in teacher learning or impacts teacher’s professional development. 

This literature review focuses on two main areas of LS, and they are research 

characteristics of LS and the main focuses and findings of LS. Utilizing three databases 

Education Resources Information Center (ERIC), British Education Index (BEI) and the 

Australian Education Index (AEI), I carried out a comprehensive literature search, using the 

term  ‘lesson study’.  

My search generated a list of more than 100 articles in total, spanning from 1998 to the 

present. In order to select research papers relevant to my research topic exclusively for my 

review and reference, I adopted a criterion of whether the paper contained the following factors: 

a) the impact of LS on teacher learning or professional development; b) how LS influences or 

changes teacher learning or professional development from different perspectives; c) 

qualitative or quantitative research designs including specific methods and procedures for 

choosing samples, collecting and analyzing data; and d) findings and discussions based on the 

collected data. 

After irrelevant articles were filtered out, a total of 75 articles were included in this 

review. My review was shaped by a concern to determine the positive or negative impact 

teachers go through collaborating in LS contexts.   

 Worldwide Spread of Lesson Study Research 

Although the practice of LS originated in Japan, research about this topic originated in the USA. 

In the late 1990s, some articles about LS appeared—while they were not empirical studies, 

they provided a conceptual introduction and discussion (Cohan & Honigsfeld, 2006). Since 

1999, LS has spread rapidly in the USA (Lewis, Perry, Hurd, et al., 2006). The first research 

article about LS, Learning from Japanese Approaches to Professional Development: The Case 

of Lesson Study, was written by Clea Fernandez, and this article’s publication in the Journal of 

Teacher Education in the USA in 2002 provoked global interest in LS (Table 2.1). 
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Table 2.1 

 

Worldwide Spread of Lesson Study Research 

Continents Number of Articles Countries 

Asia 21 Singapore (8), China (5), Japan (4), Korea (1), 

Philippines (1), Indonesia (1) 

America 28 USA (28) 

Europe 23 UK (12), Netherlands (4), Norway (3), Turkey (2), 

Serbia (1), Sweden (1) 

Africa 1 South Africa (1) 

Oceania 2 Australia (2) 

 

These 75 articles are filtered out according to my research relevance. Most of the studies 

were published between 2008 and 2019, especially in the past five years, which allows me to 

observe the latest trends in the relevant research. Between 2002 and 2008, articles reporting 

empirical research on LS emerged and increased sharply; since 2008, the growth in interest in 

LS has increased three-fold (Xu & Pedder, 2014). In addition to the increasing number of 

articles exploring LS, the geographical spread of LS research has broadened. The USA and 

Asia initially dominated this field (and still occupy a dominant position), but the research 

interest spread to Europe and Africa between 2008 and 2018. More recently, it has also spread 

to Oceania. 

Since 2008, most LS research has continued to be published in the USA, though Europe 

has caught up with Asia and is approaching the USA in this regard. Some small European 

countries, like the Netherlands, Norway, and Serbia, along with the UK, have shown their 

interest in LS. The first publication on LS in Turkey appeared in 2018 (Bozkurt & Yetkin-

Özdemir, 2018)  and in Serbia in 2019 (Mihajlović, 2019). Half of all Asian studies on this 

topic come from Singapore, though Korea started to get involved in 2016 (Pang, 2016). Japan, 

China, the Philippines, and Indonesia have also further studied LS during this time frame. LS 

research has also been conducted in South Africa and, as Yuk (Po Yuk, 2011) reported, in other 

developing countries like Egypt, Ghana, Cambodia, Honduras, Kenya, Iran, Thailand, and Laos. 
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Oceania made a breakthrough in the LS research in 2011 when Australian researchers 

published the articles on this topic for the first time (Doig & Groves, 2011); however, a gap in 

this field remains in New Zealand. 

So far, LS research has permeated every continent in the world. Also, some countries 

may have done relevant research that remained unidentified.  

 Adaptations, Transformations and Variations of Lesson Study 

Within the last three decades, LS, which originated from Japan as a form of teacher-led 

professional development, has been introduced in various countries worldwide through 

international publications, particularly presentations at the World Association of Lesson 

Study’s annual conferences in recent years (Lee, 2012). The spread of LS has aroused growing 

international interest in its practice and implementation. In its dissemination, LS has been 

adapted into several variations to suit different local political, cultural, and educational contexts. 

In Japan, two main types of LS have been adopted: a bottom-up approach and a top-

down method (Saito, 2012). Bottom-up LS is a grass-roots method that tends to be adopted on 

local and small scales, usually inside a single school, particular department, or even a specific 

subject group. This type of LS is conducted among teachers themselves to reform, improve, 

and polish their teaching practices through peer observations and joint discussions about 

teachers’ teaching and learners’ learning. The size of this small-scale LS ranges from three to 

thirty teachers. 

This kind of LS is called konaikenshu (Fernandez & Yoshida, 2004), which means 

school-based in-service education or in-house (study) workshops. In this type of LS, teachers 

work together and focus on achieving the school-wide goal of developing a wider range of 

dispositions among students toward their learning, peers, and school rather than developing a 

specific academic skill. The promotional committee is established to help support school-based 

LS in Japan and ensure its proper implementation. The committee is often made up of several 

highly committed teachers and seldom includes administrators, although sometimes principals 

are included to provide support from school management. 

The top-down LS aims to disseminate updated pedagogical information through the 

massive public demonstration of LS—this is often called Public Research Lesson, Open House 

of LS, Research Learning Presentation Meeting, or large-scale Public Class (Dudley, 2015; 
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Fernandez, 2002; Xu & Pedder, 2014). In an open house, a well-organized and polished 

research lesson is taught by a member of an LS group, along with a class of students. Open 

houses are held in large lecture halls or auditoriums and have audiences of at least 100 teachers, 

educational administrators, and researchers. 

These public research lessons are conducted across disciplines, schools, and regions of 

the country, and they are often co-held with professional teacher organizations, bringing 

together crowds of teachers who observe and discuss the lessons. Such public research lessons 

also provide a platform for teachers and researchers to meet each other, exchange their thoughts, 

or even publish written reports on LS. 

The Learning Community of LS was developed by Saito and Sato (2012) after a special 

phase of economic recession in Japan to cope with students’ failure to actively engage in 

classroom learning and teachers’ one-way lectures. This work got all teachers, practitioners, 

and scholars involved and focused on observation and reflection. To date, 3000 primary and 

lower secondary schools are operating under these proposed methods (Ose & Sato, 2000; Saito, 

2012; Saito & Sato, 2012). 

In a learning community, some outside advisors, scholars, or research experts are 

invited to work as instructional superintendents to give professional pedagogical support 

(Fernandez, 2002). This outside guidance and input from experts has generated a new form of 

LS in recent years: Design Study (Oshima et al., 2006). Design Study maximizes the function 

of expertise in design research, contributing to the collaboration of teachers and researchers in 

the process of LS. Pre-service teachers and first-year teachers are often involved and assigned 

a mentor (Fernandez & Yoshida, 2004). 

Learning Study, regarded as a variant or alternative to LS, was conceived in Europe, 

developed by Swedish scholar Ference Marton (Pang & Marton, 2003). This approach was the 

outcome of combining Variation Theory and LS. It was implemented and tested with the help 

of Mun Ling Lo at the University of Hong Kong (Isak & Posch, 2013) and has gained 

prevalence in other Asian countries like Hong Kong and Singapore (Tan, 2014b). Learning 

Study extracts the characteristics of design experiments (Brown, 1992) and aims to create 

innovative learning environments to conduct research and promote reforms based on an explicit 

theory (Variation Theory). It also aims to pool the wisdom and strength of teachers when 

concentrating on planning a particular object of learning in the process of lesson design (Pang 

& Marton, 2003). 
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The theoretical core of Learning Study is Variation Theory, and the premise of 

Variation Theory is that learning is a developing process of one’s abilities to perceive and 

experience something in more complex ways than before and recognize or discern the key 

features of phenomena that one was not able to identify before (Ling & Yan, 2005; Marton & 

Booth, 1997). To discern distinctive features, one must experience variation in some dimension 

of the features in question. In the context of learning, Variation Theory relates to the 

relationship between the object of learning and the learner instead of the mechanisms of 

learning. It explores the variations in what the learner knows before, during, and after the 

learning process through observations, conversations, interviews, and diagnostic tests. In this 

way, it is determined what the learner needs to discern and what they have already discerned 

(Runesson, 2016). Accordingly, Variation Theory directs the teacher to focus on what learners 

are discerning (Tan, 2014b). Specifically, it dictates that the teacher’s task is to support learners 

as they take in the critical characteristics of an object of learning. 

The incorporation of Variation Theory in LS is reflected in the main elements or steps 

of the LS cycle: planning, teaching, and evaluation. On the one hand, to design a lesson, 

teachers have to make joint efforts to first determine the object of learning, along with its 

specific critical features. In addition, they have to consider the differences in individual learners’ 

previous understandings and background knowledge of the particular learning objective. They 

must subsequently also make appropriate adaptations while teaching in the classroom. 

Moreover, teachers need to analyze and identify variations in students’ learning needs to 

prepare lesson plans. On the other hand, Variation Theory provides LS with a framework for 

evaluating learners’ outcomes, often in the form of pre-test and post-test comparisons, to build 

a mechanism for tracing learners’ variations in terms of their progression or retrogression. By 

considering how learners vary before and after the test, teachers can plan and adjust subsequent 

lessons to suit the variations in learners’ understandings to the focal object of learning. 

Compared with LS, Learning Study has a strong explicit theoretical framework of 

Variation Study, which underpins the construction of the shared knowledge (Elliott, 2012). 

Variation Study is applied as a pedagogical tool in classroom teaching. As illustrated by Pang 

and Ling (2012), Learning Study improved students’ learning outcomes, enhanced teachers’ 

sensitivity towards students’ learning and their own teaching, broke teachers’ isolation and 

helped to promote a collaborative learning culture that facilitated the development of the school 

as a learning community. 
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In North America, LS practices have been carried out as school-wide (Halvorsen & 

Kesler Lund, 2013; Kohlmeier & Saye, 2016; Lewis, Perry, Hurd, et al., 2006; Midgette et al., 

2018; Puchner & Taylor, 2006; Ricks, 2010) and district-level undertakings in the USA (Perry 

& Lewis, 2008; Stewart & Brendefur, 2005; Takahashi & McDougal, 2016). 

Microteaching Lesson Study is also adopted in American schools within the context of 

teacher education reform. This miniature form of LS involves teams of just a few participants, 

for example, three teachers, six students, and one instructor. The co-planned research lesson is 

taught in small classes of six students, videotaped, and then watched and discussed by team 

members. The instructor also provides feedback (Fernández, 2005). Unlike in the typical LS 

format, the team members do not observe the research lesson but instead watch the videotaped 

lessons, which reduces the discomfort caused by interference with the case teacher’s teaching 

(Demit et al., 2013). Librarians became involved in LS as instructors to teach teachers how to 

do research in teaching and as valued partners in lesson planning, teaching, and reflection in 

the professional learning community (Bilyeu, 2009). 

Nickerson et al. (2014) developed a hybrid LS model called an Online Lesson Study, 

which addressed time and geographical distance constraints that restrict American teachers’ 

participation. In this model, teachers from one district are assembled into paired LS groups 

with teachers from other districts at the same grade level. The groups are guided by a peer 

facilitator (also referred to as a coach) during their three off days from teaching. This website 

learning community has fostered collaboration among many teachers from multiple school 

district. 

In other work, a three-phase school-based model called Collaborative Lesson Research 

was introduced, piloted in 15 urban schools, and implemented in three districts in the USA 

(Takahashi & McDougal, 2016). The distinctive characteristic of this model is the engagement 

of the school research steering committee in the first phase. This committee assumes the crucial 

responsibilities of ensuring that the outcomes of each research lesson are disseminated among 

the districts and maintaining the cohesiveness of thoughts and ideas across grades. 

In Europe, LS has been used to inform a teacher development model, starting with Peter 

Dudley’s introduction of LS in 2001 in London. Since then, a growing number of schools in 

the UK have followed the Japanese method of featuring both public research events and the 

bottom-up research team of LS into their professional learning calendars or initial teacher 

training programs (Cajkler & Wood, 2015; Cajkler et al., 2013; Cajkler et al., 2015; Dudley, 
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2013, 2015; Hall, 2013; Vrikki et al., 2017). Dudley based the UK LS model on the Japanese 

model but modified it to be more specific, involving three cycles of LS. Each cycle revolves 

around one of three research lessons of planning-teaching/observing-evaluating steps. This 

model values the teacher’s knowledge and understanding (research-informed) about focus area 

and pedagogy knowledge provided through the LS cycle. It also emphasizes the interviews 

with case pupils chosen as representatives for groups of different levels (Zhang & Liu, 2018). 

Leading English and mathematics teachers from experimental primary schools adopted LS in 

the Primary National Strategy. Compared with the control school that did not use LS, the 

experimental schools improved their students’ achievement at a higher rate after a three-year 

trial from 2008 until 2011. This trial was funded and spread at a large scale across the country 

by the department of education in the UK in terms based on its fruitful gains; it then evolved 

from school networks to national policy (Dudley, 2011). 

In the Netherlands, the Dutch Ministry of Education, Culture and Science has taken 

initiatives since 2013 to call upon schools to develop LS professional development programs. 

These programs are carried out under the guidance of university teacher training organizations 

and mentors at the school level to support new and experienced teachers alike, especially in the 

subjects of mathematics and natural science (Coenders & Verhoef, 2018; Verhoef et al., 2014; 

Verhoef et al., 2013). In Norway, LS was implemented in an adapted version in Norwegian 

elementary teacher education (i.e., field practice), although its implementation faced some 

challenges (e.g., teachers’ difficulty in formulating a research question for their research lesson, 

and their difficulty in focusing on observing students’ learning) in 2015 (Bjuland & Mosvold, 

2015). Martin Vogt Juhler combined LS and content representation in physics lesson planning 

in the field practice of pre-service teachers to develop their pedagogical content knowledge 

(Juhler, 2017). In Turkey, LS was utilized as a new concept in pre-secondary schools, 

secondary schools, and middle schools to verify its applicability (Bozkurt & Yetkin-Özdemir, 

2018) and effects on teachers’ professional development through action research (Yılmaz 

Doğan & Altun, 2018). The results implied that this model could be integrated into the national 

teacher education system. In Serbia, LS was used among pre-service kindergarten teachers to 

determine its effects on teaching efficacy, anxiety, and competence (Mihajlović, 2019). 

China has followed Japanese LS practices (Pang & Marton, 2003) and developed many 

LS variations. Like Japanese school systems, Chinese school systems have mechanisms to 

organize teachers to plan, implement, evaluate, revise, and disseminate the research lesson. 

Teachers in China organize themselves into jiaoyanzu (teaching research teams) and meet 
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regularly to study teaching materials and co-design lesson plans at the request of teaching 

curriculum reforms. The timetable of teaching research is made so that teachers can exchange 

ideas and reflect on how to cope with certain problems related to teaching and research once 

or twice a week or specified times each term. 

Most Chinese schools use the term Collective Lesson Preparation (CLP) to refer to this 

kind of LS practice. Unlike the LS in Japan and other East Asian countries and areas, Mainland 

China’s LS differs in its focus of analysis (Chen & Yang, 2013). Generally, Japanese teachers 

and researchers focus more on learners’ learning and the learning community that school 

teachers construct through LS. In Hong Kong, teachers tend to integrate specific Western 

theories such as Variation Theory into their LS activities. LS in Mainland China in the past 

attached greater importance to the improvement of teachers’ teaching methods rather than the 

analysis of students’ learning responses and effects. In a typical teaching research team meeting, 

teachers jointly address specific questions (Ma, 2010): “What are the teaching objectives of 

this lesson?” “What are the difficult and important points of teaching the concept?” “What are 

the possible confusions and mistakes that students tend to have when learning this concept?” 

“How do teachers plan their lessons to clarify and simplify the critical and difficult points while 

avoiding triggering students’ confusion and mistakes?” The agreed-upon plans (after 

discussing how the lesson will be designed and run) are incorporated into teaching manuals or 

teaching syllabuses at the school level. Teachers then conduct their classroom teaching 

accordingly, and the results of LS could be further shared more widely through publication.  

In recent years, with the introduction of some Western educational theories and 

collaborative action research methods, LS in Mainland China has evolved into several 

variations, the most well-known of which is Action Education (Gu & Wang, 2003, 2006). 

Action Education combines action research and theory learning in the form of lesson case 

studies. Chinese researchers prefer to use the Chinese word Keli to refer to this variant (Huang 

& Bao, 2006). Action Education assimilates aspects of the peer coaching model and case study 

model. It also shares the core features of LS: collaborative learning (planning, observing, 

evaluating), sharing, and reflection. Further, it emphasizes the support and guidance from 

external experts in the areas of curriculum reform, pedagogical principles, methods and skills, 

and related follow-up actions in teachers’ classroom experimentation and implementation 

(Paine & Fang, 2006). These expert supporters include university researchers, curriculum and 

syllabus developers, subject or course specialists, and experienced award-winning teachers. 
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Action Education differs from the traditional form and other variations of LS in that it 

cultivates an individual focus teacher within the Action Education team, along with the other 

members (Xu & Pedder, 2014). The focus teacher is chosen and serves as an example for 

developing learning and teaching practices. Because Action Education follows the usual steps 

of LS (planning-teaching/observing-evaluation-revising), it requires a focus teacher who can 

revise his or her own lesson plan after the topic of the research lesson has been agreed upon by 

the team. The focus teacher can then teach the lesson to other team members. The feedback 

from the other team members often centers on the effectiveness of the lesson design, including 

the activities involved and the teaching methods adopted. The focus teacher revises and re-

teaches the lesson according to the feedback several times until the whole Action Education 

team agrees that the lesson meets the requirements of the curriculum reform and will enhance 

students’ learning. However, the LS variants of “CLP” have different organizing and 

implementing standards in different Chinese schools at different levels; they also display in 

ways with a different focus.  

The global popularity of LS may be attributed to the simplicity with which it is managed 

under the clear guidance of a research cycle made up of simple steps, as well as its practicality 

and flexibility under different conditions. It deals with the core competitiveness of teachers in 

classroom teaching and directly influences teachers’ professional development and students’ 

learning effectiveness. Despite the adaptations and variations, LS contains three assumed 

sustained features that cannot be changed regardless of the context: collaborative lesson design, 

execution with observation, and reflection (or post-lesson debriefing) for improvement 

(Norwich, 2018). 

 Educational Level and Disciplinary Settings 

The educational level that LS research involves ranges from kindergarten or early-childhood 

education (Hubbard, 2015; Li et al., 2013) to university (Demit et al., 2013; Hall, 2013; Lander, 

2015). The primary school settings that researchers prefer to apply LS to are primary schools 

(Chen & Yang, 2013; Dudley, 2013; Fujii, 2016; Goh & Fang, 2017; Groves et al., 2016; 

Groves et al., 2013; Gutierez, 2015; Halvorsen & Kesler Lund, 2013; Lewis, 2009; Marble, 

2007; Pang, 2016; Pang et al., 2006; Puchner & Taylor, 2006; Vrikki et al., 2017), secondary 

schools or high schools (Bozkurt & Yetkin-Özdemir, 2018; Cajkler et al., 2015; Chong & Kong, 

2012; Coenders & Verhoef, 2018; Midgette et al., 2018; Schipper et al., 2020; Stewart & 

Brendefur, 2005; Tan-Chia et al., 2013; Verhoef et al., 2014; Vrikki et al., 2017; Yılmaz Doğan 
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& Altun, 2018). LS tends to involve pre-service teacher or beginning teacher education 

contexts (Amador & Weiland, 2015; Bjuland & Mosvold, 2015; Cajkler & Wood, 2015; 

Cajkler et al., 2013; Cohan & Honigsfeld, 2006; Juhler, 2017; Marble, 2007; Marble, 2006; 

Mihajlović, 2019; Ricks, 2010). 

In disciplinary settings, the majority of researchers focus on the subjects of mathematics 

(Bozkurt & Yetkin-Özdemir, 2018; Cajkler et al., 2013; Cajkler et al., 2015; Demit et al., 2013; 

Doig & Groves, 2011; Dudley, 2013; Groves et al., 2016; Groves et al., 2013; Lewis, Perry, 

Hurd, et al., 2006; Mihajlović, 2019; Nickerson et al., 2014; Pang, 2016; Puchner & Taylor, 

2006; Ricks, 2010; Stewart & Brendefur, 2005; Takahashi & McDougal, 2016; Verhoef et al., 

2014; Verhoef et al., 2013; Vrikki et al., 2017), science (Gutierez, 2015; Lewis, 2009; Marble, 

2007), and economic concepts (Pang et al., 2006). 

This finding echoes the literature review of Xu and Pedder (2014), who reviewed 67 

international articles on LS published from 1999 to 2013. In the past few decades, LS research 

has spread across a wider variety of disciplines to include chemistry (Coenders & Verhoef, 

2018), language (Cajkler et al., 2013; Cajkler et al., 2015; Chen & Yang, 2013; Coenders & 

Verhoef, 2018; Goh & Fang, 2017; Lander, 2015; Tan-Chia et al., 2013), sports (Bjuland & 

Mosvold, 2015), social studies (Hubbard, 2015), history (Halvorsen & Kesler Lund, 2013), 

political science (Kohlmeier & Saye, 2016), physics (Juhler, 2017), biology (Tan, 2014a), early 

childhood education (Cohan & Honigsfeld, 2006), moral education (Midgette et al., 2018), and 

special education (Schipper et al., 2020). However, these recent additions still represent the 

minority as the subject of LS research remains dominated by mathematics and science.    

2.5 Main Research Focuses and Findings on Lesson Study 

I identified four categories of research focuses and their corresponding findings in an LS 

context: a) the benefits and defects, or challenges of LS in local contexts; b) specific aspects of 

teachers’ teaching and learning through LS; c) how teachers learn through LS; and d) other 

factors integrated with LS. 
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 Benefits and Defects of Lesson Study in Local Contexts 

Most researchers have tested the benefits of LS, or examined its influence when LS was 

implemented or adapted in different local contexts while also analyzing its challenges, 

constraints, and limitations. Most researchers have reported the following positive outcomes: 

a) Enhanced teacher collaboration in the professional community of inquiry   

b) Stronger development of pedagogical knowledge, practice, and professionalism  

c) Improved quality of classroom teaching and student learning 

2.5.1.1 Teacher Collaboration in the Professional Community of Inquiry   

Teachers and researchers have provided evidence of the benefits derived from LS teacher 

collaboration in the professional communities of inquiry (A. Ermeling & Graff-Ermeling, 2014; 

Bilyeu, 2009; Coenders & Verhoef, 2018; Goh & Fang, 2017; Groves et al., 2013; Hubbard, 

2015; Midgette et al., 2018; Perry & Lewis, 2008; Takahashi & McDougal, 2016). Their 

testimonies and observations demonstrate that collaboration among teachers, researchers, 

experts, and administrators bring together multiple perspectives on how to enhance teaching 

and improve learning outcomes (Cajkler et al., 2015). They also depict an increased sense of 

teachers’ collegiality, such as collective ownership, responsibility to the teaching and learning 

community, and joint decision-making in mutual engagements in the form of joint enterprises 

(A. Ermeling & Graff-Ermeling, 2014; Cajkler et al., 2013).  

All participants benefit from sharing knowledge, resources, and insights relevant to 

teaching and learning during lesson planning and post-lesson discussion or debriefing (Bilyeu, 

2009; Cajkler et al., 2015; Coenders & Verhoef, 2018; Groves et al., 2013; Takahashi & 

McDougal, 2016; Xu & Pedder, 2014). The participants also build a common inquiry stance at 

each step of the LS cycle via teachers’ deliberative discourse (Dudley, 2011; Goh & Fang, 

2017). Furthermore, they gain expertise and absorb new information instead of merely refining 

a lesson (Takahashi & McDougal, 2016). They also engage in increased discussions about 

student thinking (Groves et al., 2013; Perry & Lewis, 2008) and improve their problem-solving 

patterns (Cajkler et al., 2015; Groves et al., 2013). Also, they get the chance to take advantage 

of librarians’ support as a research coordinator (Bilyeu, 2009), as well as peer observation and 

peer teaching or coaching in groups (Cajkler et al., 2015; Perry & Lewis, 2008). 
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Other advantages include learning how to try new teaching approaches to engage 

students (Cajkler & Wood, 2015); set norms, including LS protocols (or lesson plan templates); 

and create a climate of open-mindedness for the learning community to inspire every team 

member’s contribution and deal with conflicts inside the group (Groves et al., 2013; Perry & 

Lewis, 2008; Takahashi & McDougal, 2016). Joint reflections on students’ thinking about the 

subject of interest, their learning environment (Hubbard, 2015), and anticipated responses 

(Groves et al., 2013; Suratno, 2012) represent other benefits. Finally, teachers can learn how 

to modify their lessons with criteria developed through joint efforts, either among teachers 

themselves or with the help of experts (Groves et al., 2013; Midgette et al., 2018).  

2.5.1.2 Development of Teacher Knowledge, Practice and Professionalism  

According to Shulman (1985), teacher knowledge includes content knowledge and general 

pedagogical knowledge, which can be subdivided into three categories of content knowledge: 

subject matter content knowledge, pedagogical content knowledge, and curricular knowledge 

(Shulman, 1985). In the opinion of Gu and Wang (2006), teacher knowledge has three parts: 

subject matter knowledge, general pedagogical knowledge, and pedagogic content knowledge. 

Dudley (2011) added the factor of learners in teacher knowledge, emphasizing the integration 

of the knowledge shared between pupils, along with their cognitive needs, and the pedagogical 

content knowledge related to LS. Researchers generally agree that it is insufficient if a teacher 

understands only subject matter knowledge or general pedagogical knowledge. Pedagogical 

content knowledge is of the utmost importance in teaching—however, it is ignored by many 

teachers, researchers, and practitioners. Thus, it has become a missing paradigm (Shulman, 

1985; Van Driel & Berry, 2012). 

The development of teacher knowledge and practice in LS activities is evident from a 

range of questionnaires, surveys, interviews, and self-reflections of teachers, as well as 

researchers’ observations in LS research (Bozkurt & Yetkin-Özdemir, 2018; Cajkler et al., 

2013; Dudley, 2011; Elliott, 2012; Li et al., 2013; Midgette et al., 2018). LS provides a platform 

for teachers to significantly improve their knowledge of pedagogical approaches or principles 

(Dudley, 2011; Elliott, 2012; Lewis, 2009), subject matter content knowledge and curricular 

guidance (Dudley, 2011; Lewis, 2009), student learning, and students’ cognitive needs and 

affective needs (Dudley, 2011). 
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LS also lets teachers assume active roles in acquiring rich experiences in teaching since 

they can experiment with new teaching materials and methods and monitor each other closely. 

In this way, teachers take control of the construction of their knowledge (Elliott, 2012) and 

strengthen their vocational communications skills (Bozkurt & Yetkin-Ozdemir, 2016). 

The LS cycle, especially post-lesson discussions, fosters change in the way teachers 

regard their profession and stimulates a sense of professionalism among teachers (Li et al., 

2013; Midgette et al., 2018). By creating professional learning communities, teachers change 

their beliefs and attitudes about teaching as a profession (Pella, 2011). Thus, they take 

ownership of their professional development and gain a sense of responsibility toward 

themselves, their students, and their peers. This responsibility, in turn, strengthens students’ 

motivation (Bozkurt & Yetkin-Ozdemir, 2016) and teachers’ self-efficacy for engagement 

(Midgette et al., 2018). Lewis (2009) witnessed improvements in teachers’ interpersonal 

relationships, personal qualities, and dispositions through LS practice. 

Such teacher knowledge and pedagogical principles form a source of the science of 

teaching (Elliott, 2012) or a pedagogic black-box (Cajkler et al., 2013). This is precisely what 

new teachers lack and what initial teacher education focuses on. The development of teacher 

knowledge entails the development of the knowledge and the knower, which, accordingly, 

leads to the development of individual teachers and teaching communities (Lewis, 2009). In 

short, such research shows that LS contributes to the variety of contextualized forms of teacher 

knowledge. 

2.5.1.3 Improved Quality of Classroom Teaching and Student Learning 

The most often-reported positive impact of LS is that it improves students’ learning outcomes 

owing to improvements in teachers’ practices in the classroom. This has been confirmed by 

evidence from various studies that have utilized live classroom observations, lesson video 

analyses, reflective diaries, interviews, and questionnaires (A. Ermeling & Graff-Ermeling, 

2014; Cajkler et al., 2015; Dudley, 2011; Hall, 2013; Halvorsen & Kesler Lund, 2013; Midgette 

et al., 2018; Pang, 2016; Perry & Lewis, 2008; Suratno, 2012; Tan-Chia et al., 2013; Verhoef 

et al., 2013; Yılmaz Doğan & Altun, 2018). 

Several positive changes in teaching and learning initiated by LS are reflected in 

previous studies. For example, fostering and applying teaching strategies and techniques into 

classroom teaching inspires student learning by helping students digest knowledge and 
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pedagogical principles while shifting their beliefs. LS-based teaching strategies cover every 

aspect of classroom teaching, such as a better use of problem-solving to provoke student 

thinking and exploration, experimenting with tasks before assigning them to students, and 

sharing and comparing students’ correct and incorrect solutions to encourage them to work out 

correct answers for themselves (Midgette et al., 2018; Perry & Lewis, 2008). LS also gives 

teachers autonomy and flexibility while designing lessons and holding discussions. These 

conditions create a dynamic and trustworthy yet challenging culture for the teacher learning 

community and encourage teachers to experiment with new ideas with their students (Cajkler 

et al., 2015; Halvorsen & Kesler Lund, 2013). Moreover, teachers who follow LS experience 

increased confidence, self-efficacy, and professionalism through the collaborative learning 

process and due to the accountability imposed on them via assessments. These factors present 

teachers with additional responsibilities regarding student learning and student engagement 

through interactive participation (Cajkler et al., 2015; Tan-Chia et al., 2013). 

The evidence supporting the improved quality of student learning comes in three forms. 

The type of support most often mentioned in the literature is comparisons between pre-tests 

and post-tests of student learning outcomes before and after using LS. These tests reveal 

whether there is a significant difference, or whether improvements have been made in student 

understanding of the learning content per the requirements of a particular learning objective 

(Xu & Pedder, 2014). Another form of support involves comparisons of student classroom 

performance or engagement in the former cycle of the classroom observation and that in the 

latter cycle (Perry & Lewis, 2008). The third sort of evidence is reflected in students’ transcripts 

of standardized or normalized tests, which present changes in student-specific attainments, 

usually after the long-term application of LS (Saito, 2012). 

2.5.1.4 Constraints and Challenges 

When LS is implemented and adapted in local contexts, plenty of challenges, defects, and 

constraints arise along with the benefits mentioned in the previous subsection (Bjuland & 

Mosvold, 2015; Bozkurt et al., 2018; Demit et al., 2013; Ferreira & Ono, 2010; Gutierez, 2015; 

Hall, 2013; Lim et al., 2011; Saito, 2012; Suratno, 2012; Verhoef et al., 2013). 

The most significant challenge is the lack of time that teachers invest in LS activities 

(Cajkler et al., 2015; Ferreira & Ono, 2010; Gutierez, 2015; Hall, 2013; Saito, 2012). The 

collaborative, inquisitive, and experimental nature of LS requires that participants set aside 
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time to meet regularly based on an agreed-upon timetable. It also involves incremental learning 

(Cajkler et al., 2015), which is time-consuming (Gutierez, 2015; Saito, 2012). 

Also, the extra pressures, responsibilities, and requirements exerted on teachers to 

examine, interrogate, and refine their teaching practice in addition to their routine work 

represent substantial physical and psychological burdens (Xu & Pedder, 2014). Therefore, 

these factors make some teachers reluctant to participate in LS work, especially veteran 

teachers (Bozkurt et al., 2018)  and those who feel uneasy being substituted by other teachers 

who take over their day-to-day work (Hall, 2013). 

Another significant constraint is the deep-rooted culture in learning and teaching 

practice among teachers. Their resistance to change prevents the innovative implementation 

and development of LS (Ferreira & Ono, 2010; Xu & Pedder, 2014). Conflicts related to 

pedagogy reforms often emerge during the process of shifting from the individual culture to 

the collective culture, which values collective planning, collective teaching, collective dialogue 

among teachers, and sometimes among experts and administrative leaders in collaborative 

learning communities (Demit et al., 2013). Conflicts also arise due to the shift from small-

group teaching to whole-classroom teaching (Groves et al., 2016). 

Owing to the collectivist nature of LS, suspicions arise regarding an un-accustomedness 

to—or fear of—inquiry, surveillance, and monitoring (Chokshi & Fernandez, 2004), classroom 

behavior tracking (Xu & Pedder, 2014), and critical reflection (Demit et al., 2013). However, 

the desire to avoid contradictions originating from a particular culture conflicts with the 

collaborative and reflective nature of LS. The most indispensable and innovative parts of LS 

(i.e., raising and listening to critical questions, assessments, and feedback) are discounted in 

such a culture, thus preventing teachers from taking risks and changing and advancing in their 

teaching practice (Xu & Pedder, 2014). Nevertheless, having the freedom and confidence to 

exchange one’s strengths and weaknesses with others in the learning community is crucial to 

teachers’ learning (Ferreira & Ono, 2010; Saito, 2012). 

Another critical challenge is the insufficient support provided by teacher educators, 

school staff developers, leaders, administrators (Lim et al., 2011; Saito, 2012), and resource 

persons who guide teachers’ deliberations in planning and debriefing discussions (Lim et al., 

2011). Also lacking is support from schools in terms of the physical conditions of the LS space 

and its management (Bozkurt et al., 2018), resource funding (Lim et al., 2011), and financial 

support for participating teachers (Bozkurt et al., 2018). Teachers also often receive inadequate 
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support in terms of teaching skills training on topics such as classroom management, 

questioning and scaffolding skills (Suratno, 2012), and inquiry-based materials (Gutierez, 

2015). Moreover, teaching resource support from syllabus and curriculum, teaching textbooks, 

and assessment exemplars is insufficient (Lim et al., 2011). 

The unavailability of support hinders the sustainability and advancement of LS when it 

is implemented in local contexts (Suratno, 2012). The short-sightedness of some schools that 

are not satisfied with the subtle or the incremental improvements associated with LS often leads 

them to restrict LS practices. These issues should be addressed from a leadership and 

organizational standpoint (Cajkler et al., 2015). Fortunately, an increasing number of LS 

participants have a positive view that teaching is an evolving practice in need of active 

concentration and thoughtful reflection (Saito, 2012; Suratno, 2012). 

In addition to the challenges this research discussed so far, several anticipated and 

unexpected obstacles can arise due to an individual teacher or a small group of teachers. For 

example, teachers regard student standard examinations as their perceived need and despise the 

influence that LS work has on students’ learning outcomes (Verhoef et al., 2013). They focus 

more on finishing the curricula quickly rather than ensuring that the learners understand the 

concepts being taught (Ferreira & Ono, 2010). They are also reluctant to apply computer 

technologies into their teaching, which prevents them from developing an LS approach 

(Verhoef et al., 2013). 

Difficulties related to LS implementation and adaptation that are often reported in 

studies include the search for appropriate problem-solving tasks that match the local curriculum 

(Groves et al., 2016), misunderstandings in the process, and paperwork requirements associated 

with LS cycles. Such problems often give rise to miscommunication and prevent teachers from 

adopting LS activities (Hall, 2013). 

Teachers’ routine teaching methods reflect some additional problems related to 

pedagogical change. For instance, teachers might overvalue content learning and minimize the 

importance of inquiry-based learning (Gutierez, 2015). They might also spend excessive time 

on planning discussions and insufficient time on post-lesson discussions. In this way, teachers’ 

discussions seek consistency in joint planning while suppressing the differences and 

uniqueness of each teacher, focusing on an individual teacher in creating activities and leaving 

the rest disconnected from LS practices (Saito, 2012). Finally, a lack of clarity regarding 
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leadership roles and responsibilities can result in a hierarchical dependency on senior teachers 

(Hall, 2013). 

 Specific Aspects of Teaching and Learning through Lesson Study 

Relatively few researchers have focused on a specific part of the LS process of teaching and 

learning. The most frequently explored topic is classroom teaching and learning, especially 

regarding initial teacher education, student-teachers’ training, or pre-service teachers’ 

education. Researchers interested in this matter have investigated teachers’ development in 

terms of classroom pedagogical literacy and content knowledge, as well as changes in their 

thinking about their students and the positive impact this has on students’ learning (Cajkler & 

Wood, 2015). Researchers have also described how the collaborative learning aspect of LS 

impacts teachers’ self-efficacy. Such impacts include teachers’ improved confidence to teach 

effectively and their ability to motivate their students and keep them concentrated on classroom 

learning (Mihajlović, 2019), their ability to design and adapt tasks when planning lessons (Fujii, 

2016), and a shift in teachers’ underlying professional values as they engage more deeply in 

their students’ learning through collaborative learning (Tsukui & Saito, 2018). 

As for the second area of teacher self-efficacy beliefs, Chong and Kong (2012) found a 

detailed positive influence of LS as exhibited, for example, by idea collaboration and 

scaffolding, mastery and vicarious experience, and improvisation through verbal persuasion. 

The third area is teachers’ dialogue. Researchers have investigated the relationship between the 

content and structure of discussions and descriptive and interpretative learning processes with 

a devised protocol within the LS learning community (Vrikki et al., 2017). They have also 

explored the facilitation quality of teacher’s complex discussions from an inquiry-based stance 

through scaffolding collaborative learning (Kohlmeier & Saye, 2016). The infusion of 

Variation Theory into teachers’ inquiry discourse and teaching practice has also been the topic 

of research (Tan, 2014a). 

 How Teachers Learn through Lesson Study 

Very few studies have focused on the process of teachers’ learning and thinking in LS. The 

limited research has focused on teachers’ interactions and discussions. Dudley (2013) 

examined an LS group of mathematics teachers from two primary schools and performed a 

discourse analysis of their interactions during teachers’ meetings in which they planned and 
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discussed research lessons. He used socio-cultural theory (Vygotsky, 2012) and cultural 

historical activity theory (Edwards, 2004; Engestrom, 2011; Wood, 2013) as the framework 

for his work. He also adopted Mercer’s categories of talk type (Mercer, 2010) to develop 

interaction function (IF) codes, while Hill et al. (2008) used knowledge type (KT) codes to 

code and analyze the data. Dudley’s research findings indicate that teachers’ interactions during 

collaborative LS processes help teachers gain access to the tacit knowledge resources and 

resolutions of classroom complexity and subsequently disclose the hidden characteristics of 

their students. 

Ricks (2010) investigated prospective secondary mathematics teachers’ LS process 

reflections per John Dewey and Donald A. Schön’s framework of reflection conceptions to 

illustrate how reflective incidents can be refined and linked into more powerful and purposeful 

progressions of ideas through experimental action. The process of reflection includes steps 

such as the experiential event, idea suspension, problem creation, idea formation, and idea 

testing. 

Amador and Weiland (2015) analyzed trends among pre-service teachers and other 

knowledgeable participants, including classroom teachers and university facilitators, in an LS 

process. Their findings show a preference difference in noticing in LS. Specifically, pre-service 

teachers focus on teacher pedagogy, the classroom environment, and students’ mathematical 

thinking, while the other knowledgeable participants notice general events and other less 

student-centered elements. 

2.6 Critical Discussion of Lesson Study Research & Research 

Gap 

The literature highlights the importance of implementing LS as an approach of teacher 

professional development and for teacher learning in different local contexts and its benefits 

and defects. Most studies report the effectiveness of LS practices and related improvements in 

teachers’ pedagogical knowledge, teaching practices and professionalism, quality of classroom 

teaching, and student learning. Essentially, all of these improvements center on what teachers 

learn and develop through collaborative learning in LS while neglecting how teachers learn or 

develop during the LS process, which impacts teachers’ learning. 
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The educational level or the school settings in which LS research is conducted are 

usually primary and secondary schools; only three of 75 studies explored the implementation 

of LS at a tertiary level. When speaking of the disciplinary settings, the dominating subjects 

that researchers prefer to focus on are mathematics and science, with very few researchers 

investigating language learning. Only one out of seven LS studies in language teaching is set 

in the context of China (Chen & Yang, 2013).  

Considering the gaps in LS research mentioned above, I explored how LS worked as 

an intervening or mediating factor in professional communities. I also examined the impact 

that LS exerted on teacher professional development in teaching practice within the context of 

China’s educational reforms in the subject of College English. I did this using socio-

constructivism and an adapted version of Dudley’s (2014) LS model as the framework and 

Grounded Theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) for data collection and analysis. At the same time, 

I investigated the features characterizing the overall process of LS by comparing the Chinese 

local Collective Lesson Preparation (CLP) with LS. In doing so, I determined what the teachers 

learned and how they developed within the LS learning community.  
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Chapter 3 Methodology 

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter first points out the aim and three research questions that guided this study. It then 

explains the importance of this research in both narrow and broad senses. After that, the chapter 

introduces the main focus of this research thesis: the adapted Lesson Study (LS) model (Dudley, 

2013)  in the form of a flow chart adopted in this research, along with a revised version of 

Dudley’s research lesson planner. Issues about the validity and reliability of data constructs are 

subsequently discussed, which in turn sparks another discussion on ethical considerations 

relating to research participants and data storage. Next, a detailed introduction of the research 

method, data collection process, and data analysis are offered with a particular focus on 

Grounded Theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). What follows is a description of teacher-

participants and administrative participants. Instrumentation and procedures are then illustrated 

in detail. This chapter also introduces the ways of data analysis like open-coding, and a further 

discussion on the possible limitation of this research is provided.  

3.2 Research Aim and Questions 

My research aimed to explore how LS intervened or mediated teacher professional 

development in classroom-based teaching practice within a collaborative teacher learning 

community. This was done within the context of China’s educational reforms in the subject of 

College English, following a theoretical framework based on Social Constructivism (Piaget, 

1978; Vygotsky & Cole, 1978) and Grounded Theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) to collect and 

analyze data. 

I also attempted to investigate the characteristics of an LS approach by comparing 

teachers’ previous Collective Lesson Preparation (CLP) and LS practices within teacher 

learning communities from a Chinese perspective. In addition, this research explored the kinds 

of organizational environments and conditions related to teachers themselves and the policies 

reflected by LS that facilitated effective and sustainable professional development among 

teachers. 
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This research sought to answer the following questions (assuming a Chinese 

perspective): 

1) What are the characteristics of a Lesson Study approach? 

2) What do teachers learn and develop within a Lesson Study learning community? 

3) What impact does Lesson Study have on teacher professional development?  

3.3 Significance of Research 

The significance of this proposed research is self-evident. Researching LS will allow me to 

explore the micro-world of teacher learning. For instance, I observed how teachers worked 

together to reflect on a particular class to achieve their short-term and long-term teaching goals, 

how they improved their teaching practice by learning how to observe student learning in the 

classroom, and how they learned and developed through cooperation and conflicts. 

In a broad sense, this research is important as a call for more teacher professionalism has 

been echoed in the Teaching of English to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL) domain. 

Some other evidence presented within this discussion can be found in the International 

Association of Teachers of English as a Foreign Language (IATEFL) domain. In addition, 

valuable insights can be gathered through international discussions on effective LS by 

introducing perspectives based on Chinese experiences.  

3.4 Lesson Study Model  

LS is a classroom-based collaborative form of teacher learning (Xu & Pedder, 2014). The 

purpose of LS is to improve the quality of teaching through a reflective, recursive, and 

collaborative process, which, in turn, improves student learning (Dudley, 2013). I mentioned 

several adapted LS models in the Literature Review chapter. I also mentioned that I adapted 

Dudley’s (2014) LS model  for the current research (Figure 3.1). I used this model to examine 

the micro-world of teacher professional development in teacher learning groups or 

communities, particularly in the context of College English reforms in China. As shown in 

Figure 3.1, the LS process consists of three similar cycles, each of which contains specific tasks 

related to one of three research lessons (RL1, RL2 and RL3). 
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Figure 3.1  

 

Lesson Study Model 

 
 
 

An LS cycle involves small groups of teachers who collaboratively plan a research 

lesson. One group member teaches the research lesson while the others observe one or two case 

students. The lesson is then evaluated in light of the teachers’ reflections and the insights of 

those who observed the case students. Subsequently, the lesson may be revised and optimized 

for further teaching with other classes. In short, an LS cycle is a process of collaborative 

planning, teaching, observing, and evaluating. 

To plan a research lesson, teachers work together to identify a problem or a specific 

research question as their learning focus and then collaborate to tackle this problem. Examples 

of such problems or questions could be, “What approaches might motivate student learning?” 

or “How can teachers develop teaching methods to help students overcome barriers and 

difficulties in their learning?” These problems often focus on very specific points of a 

curriculum. 

Case students are the students (usually, three students are chosen) whom teachers keep 

in mind when they plan a research lesson. These case students might have some difficulties 

engaging with lessons, or they might be chosen to represent students who are at different levels 
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(namely, a high-attaining student, a middle-attaining student, and a lower-attaining student). 

Case students are chosen by teachers when they plan a research lesson together to predict how 

these case students will respond during different stages of the lesson. Teachers reach an 

agreement in predicting the case students’ behaviors or performances and then contrast the 

predicted learning responses with the observed classroom performance.  

This process of predicting and observing is designed to determine the extent to which 

student learning develops. The teachers’ predictions play an important part in research lessons 

and are often guided by a research lesson planner. Based on Dudley’s Research Lesson 

Observation and Discussion Template (Dudley, 2014), I adapted a research lesson planner 

called Research Lesson Planning, Observation, and Discussion Table for this study (Table 3.1). 

 

Table 3.1  

 

Research Lesson Planning, Observation and Discussion Table 

 

 

This research lesson planner clarifies that the focus of LS is on observing students’ 

learning rather than teachers’ teaching. Dudley (2013) emphasized the focus of LS as follows: 
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What distinguishes LS from other forms of professional development is the planning of jointly 

conceived research lessons to address particular problems with teachers’ teaching or students’ 

learning (e.g., how teachers engage students in learning), rather than focusing on the 

performance of an individual teacher. LS group members plan, observe, and evaluate students’ 

learning using this research lesson planner rather than criticizing teachers’ teaching. 

The essence of LS is the process of collaboratively observing student learning, through 

which teachers in the LS group or community build a clear understanding of the effectiveness 

of a research lesson on students’ cognitive development. This observational process enables 

teachers to acknowledge what students did or did not understand and how students interpreted 

a particular aspect of a lesson. Teachers can then revise the lesson accordingly and improve 

their teaching practice by refining their curricular and pedagogical approaches. 

Even when a teacher’s predictions or assumptions about students’ learning are wrong, 

the responsibility lies with all the group members rather than that individual teacher. Such 

liability exemption allows teachers to feel safe taking risks and try new teaching methods, 

especially in areas in which they are not especially confident (Dudley, 2013). 

3.5 Overview of the Research Design  

Overall, this research used a qualitative research method — Grounded Theory (Glaser & 

Strauss, 1967), considering that there were no any hypothesis or assumptions before I started 

to do this research. The essence of the Grounded Theory research method (e.g., open-coding 

the data and generating new laws to enrich the existing theory) matches the exploratory nature 

of this research. This method was mainly applied to observing teachers’ LS group meetings 

and teaching. I followed an exploratory and descriptive research paradigm to investigate 

qualitative data from teachers and administrators involved in LS. I then identified the teachers’ 

changes before and after the intervention of LS practice. The thematic analysis and 

categorization analysis (carried out using NVivo software) were used to decode the data when 

presenting the findings. The data collection and analysis processes are described in Table 3.2. 
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Table 3.2  

 

Overview of the Research Design 

Research Question Research 

Method 

Data Source and Instrument Data Analysis 

1) What are the 

characteristics of an LS 

approach? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Qualitative 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Grounded 

Theory 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Audio transcripts of all 

teacher’s individual semi-

structured Pre-LS and Post-LS 

interviews 

 

Video transcripts of all teacher 

planning and reflecting 

meetings 

 

Audio transcripts of the 

demonstration teachers’ 

Post-planning interviews 

Post-teaching interviews 

Post-reflecting interviews 

 

The research lesson planner 

“Research Lesson Planning, 

Observation and Discussion 

Table”  

Artifacts of LS practices 

(lesson plans; curriculum 

materials; teachers’ reflective 

notes; school policy 

documents on teacher 

professional development) 

 

Open-coding 

 

 

 

Thematic 

analysis 

 

 

 

Categorization 

analysis 

 

 

NVivo 

 

2) What do teachers learn 

and develop within an LS 

learning community? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3) What impact does LS 

have on teacher professional 

development? 

 

Specifically, as Daniel J. Boudah (2011) described, my research design considered the 

following aspects: 

a) Focus for my inquiry:  
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What impact does LS have on College English teacher professional development? 

b) Fit of paradigm: 

Qualitative research is a form of descriptive research, which requires the researcher to get close 

enough to the participants to gain an in-depth personal understanding of what is happening and 

what the participants are saying—namely, the perceived facts (Patton, 2002). The data 

collected included an abundance of pure descriptions of people, activities, interactions, and 

settings, especially in indirect quotations (provided both in speech and in writing).   

c) Instrumentation: 

Observations, interviews, audio and video recordings, document reviews, and the researcher’s 

notes.  

d) Where and from whom data were collected:  

I recruited teachers who taught the subject College English and administrators from Hubei 

University of Technology (HUT), China, where I was working and thus had easy access. 

Participating teachers were recruited from two teacher groups of College English courses: 

General College English and Comparisons between Chinese and American Cultures. One of 

the participating administrators was the head of the School of Foreign Languages, and the other 

was the head of the Teacher Development Center at HUT. The selection criterion was an 

interest in LS. The participants were known to me, but their participation was voluntary. 

e) Data collection and recording procedures:  

Data were collected primarily based on three LS cycles. The two demonstration teachers’ 

research lessons were observed through notetaking. The teacher group meetings were video-

recorded, and the semi-structured interviews with the teachers were audio-recorded. All of 

these tasks were completed within four weeks per the timetable of the LS learning groups. The 

schedule for these tasks aligned with teachers’ availability. The twelve teacher group meetings 

(six with General College English teachers and six with Comparisons between Chinese and 

American Cultures teachers) were conducted in the teachers’ offices, with each meeting lasting 

about two hours. The three observations of each demonstration teachers’ lessons were 

conducted in the classroom; each session took approximately 90 minutes. The semi-structured 

interviews with teachers and administrators were conducted in their offices; the lengths of these 



55 

 

interviews ranged from 10-60 minutes. The detailed research procedures are illustrated in 

Figure 3.4 (see Section 3.10). 

f) Successive phases of the inquiry:  

After receiving approval from the Educational Research Human Ethics Committee (ERHEC) 

of the University of Canterbury and the head of the School of Foreign Languages at HUT, I 

verbally advertised an LS workshop to teachers of General College English and Comparisons 

between Chinese and American Cultures during their faculty meeting a week before LS 

practice started. At the workshop, I verbally explained the recruitment of my study and then 

sent the information sheets and consent forms (which included my email address) to a public 

email inbox that the faculty shared. The teachers were told that they could email the researcher 

within three days if they consented to take part. My research commenced as soon as two groups 

of voluntary teachers and two administrators were recruited within one day when I finished my 

LS workshop. During the four weeks of teachers’ LS activities, I organized and accomplished 

all the observations, interviews, recording teachers’ meetings and sessions, and document 

collection work with teachers and administrators. In doing so, I made full use of the intervals 

between teachers’ LS activities. The detailed timetable and agenda followed by the two teacher 

groups are shown in Tables 3.6-3.8. 

g) Logistics: 

The site for my study was HUT, China. The teachers’ research lessons were observed in their 

classrooms, and their teaching planning and reflecting meetings were held in their faculty 

meeting room at the School of Foreign Languages, HUT. The interviews were conducted in 

the participants’ offices. All participants and the researcher arrived at these sites individually 

in their preferred way, including by car, by bus, by metro, by bike, or by foot. No exclusive 

traffic tools were provided. I took the metro to the research site from the beginning to the end. 

The equipment I utilized for my research included a camera for video-recording the teachers’ 

meetings and my smartphone for audio-recording the interviews. The meetings and interviews 

in Chinese language were transcribed and translated into English by the researcher mostly but 

with some assistance from a software called Google Translate. I also used Non-numeral 

Unstructured Data by Techniques of Indexing, Searching and Theorizing vivo (NVivo) 

software to help with the data analysis. 

h) Data analysis procedures: 
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This research aimed to explore the impact of LS on teacher professional development and then 

describe the findings according to the collected data. Based on the Grounded Theory research 

method, the main analytical techniques utilized in this research were the open coding, thematic 

analysis, induction, and categorizing methods in addition to an NVivo analysis. I followed the 

operating procedure of Grounded Theory to analyze the data. This process included several 

steps, such as encoding data, forming concepts, finding connections between concepts, and 

generating new rules or laws to enrich the existing models or theories. The detailed process of 

data analysis was introduced in Section 3.11.    

i) Trustworthiness: 

I used specific techniques to ensure trustworthiness throughout the data collection and data 

analysis steps, particularly regarding data storage. All data with no identifying information was 

securely stored on a password-protected server. This data will be in locked storage at the 

University of Canterbury for 10 years following the study before being destroyed. Apart from 

the researcher, nobody had authorized access to the data. No research assistant description or 

peer debriefing took place. The transcriptions of the interviews were sent back to participants 

for them to review and guarantee the authenticity and accuracy of their words. The participants 

were informed that a summary of research findings (including no personal identity information) 

would be emailed to them.  

 Grounded Theory  

Grounded Theory, as a qualitative research method, makes up for the shortcomings of empirical 

research in terms of means and methods (Wolfswinkel et al., 2013). It also resolves limitations 

in terms of time and space. Since it was first put forward by Glaser and Strauss in 1965, it has 

gained recognition among the academic community and has been widely used. It is applied in 

many research fields such as pedagogy, sociology, and psychology. Denzin and Lincoln (2011) 

later pointed out that Grounded Theory is widely used in social sciences and is a complete set 

of methodologies. 

I decided to adopt Grounded Theory as the methodology for my research because its 

essence aligns with the exploratory nature of my research. With no hypotheses in mind before 

I started my research, I aimed to explore what might happen to teachers when they were 

exposed to LS activities and then determine commonalities or new laws that could be 

implemented to enrich and perfect theories. 
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When using Grounded Theory to solve practical problems and construct scientific 

theoretical research, it is crucial to fully understand the origin, research process, and school 

development of this theory. It is also necessary to grasp its connotation and extension.  

3.5.1.1 Origin and Development 

Before the research method Grounded Theory emerged, most social science research circles 

were disconnected in terms of theoretical research and empirical research (Nickerson et al., 

2014; Strauss & Corbin, 1997). Experts and scholars either explored and analyzed through pure 

theoretical research, imagining metaphysical issues, or adhered to the description of empirical 

phenomena, blindly emphasizing observability and verifiability. 

In 1965, sociologist Barney Glaser and his partner Anselm Strauss were influenced by 

American pragmatism and the Chicago School of Sociology in writing Awareness of Dying. 

For the first time, Grounded Theory was used in a publication. Moreover, in The Discovery of 

Grounded Theory, published two years later, Grounded Theory was clearly put forward for the 

first time, advocating the development of theories based on the data collected instead of 

deductive assumptions in existing theories (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). 

 As such, the emergence of Grounded Theory has bridged the gap between theoretical 

research and empirical research. At this stage, Grounded Theory was called primitive 

Grounded Theory. Since then, owing to the application of and research on Grounded Theory 

in academia, it has evolved into two other schools: procedural Grounded Theory and 

constructive Grounded Theory. 

In 1990, Strauss and Corbin further proceduralized the research process, putting 

forward two types of coding process: the “making of comparisons” and “asking of questions” 

(Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 61). These processes were designed to further analyze the 

relationship between concepts. This method of formulating and conceptualizing a model is 

convenient and, to date, is the most widely used method among the three schools. However, it 

also imposes the most significant restrictions on researchers. 

By 1995, Charmaz, a student of Glaser and Strauss, put forward constructive Grounded 

Theory under the influence and inspiration of constructivism. He is inclined to favor positivism 

(researchers believing that theory or a truth will emerge from the data that they collect) and 

pays much attention to practicality. He believes that if Grounded Theory is to continue 

developing, it must start from the source of positivism and integrate many methods and issues 
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of constructivism so that it can be developed more fully, meticulously, and reflectively 

(Charmaz, 2014). The positivism and practicality that Charmaz emphasizes fits in the nature 

of this LS research in terms of optimizing the LS model through the teachers’ LS practices.   

3.5.1.2 Research Process 

The research process of Grounded Theory mainly consists of six parts: preparation, data 

collection, analysis process, writing memos, coding and theoretical overview, and writing the 

manuscript (Figure 3.2) (Chen, 1999; Corbin & Strauss, 2015; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). This 

research followed this six-step research process. 

  

Figure 3.2  

 

The Research Process of Grounded Theory (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) 

 

1) Preparation: Preliminarily design the source and sampling method of the survey samples 

while trying to avoid reviewing specific literature materials (Strauss & Corbin, 1997), as one’s 

thinking could be constrained by previous studies. 

2) Data collection: According to the results of the preparation work, collect research-related 

data. The data collection methods can vary, such as observation methods and field visits; 

likewise, the forms of data considered can be diverse. 

3) Analysis process: the coding process, which is carried out at the same time as the data 

collection process, is also a type of feedback related to the data collection process. The results 

of the previous analysis are the theoretical basis for the next level of data collection. Given the 



59 

 

different versions of Grounded Theory, the coding analysis processes are not exactly the same 

though they all share an underlying essence. That is, they all first decompose the collected data 

and then use logical ideas or models to recombine and regroup the relationship between each 

other, connect them into series, and then analyze in great detail the relationship between the 

data to eventually draw conclusions. Figure 3.3 depicts this kind of data analysis, showing a 

cyclic process of data collection-data display-data reduction-drawing conclusions-verifying 

conclusions. 

 

Figure 3.3  

 

Interactive or Cyclic Data Analysis Mode (Chen, 2000; Miles & Huberman, 1994) 

 

 

In qualitative research, data analysis generally combines circular and linear analysis 

modes, focusing on meaning. Grounded Theory researchers prefer analysis to description; they 

prefer novel concept categories (groups of concepts combined at a more abstract level) to pre-

set viewpoints. They also tend to use systematically focused and continuously collected data 

as opposed to a large amount of data collected at the same time (Charmaz & Thornberg, 2020). 

4) Writing a memo: Memos are primarily used to record the researcher’s thoughts during 

analysis and exploration. Memos should be continuously recorded and updated during the 

collection and analysis process. Memos can be written in a standardized way or in a stream-of-

consciousness style. 

Drawing 
Conclusions

Verifying 
Conclusions

Data 
Collection

Data 
Display

Data

Reduction
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5) Categorizing and overviewing: Categorizing refers to the sorting of the ideas presented in 

memos. By looking for connections, the researcher will discover rules or laws naturally. 

However, this process requires writing more memos and collecting more information than 

usual. 

6) Drafting: Summarizing the previous investigation process and results into a draft. 

This research adopted the data analysis process shown in Figure 3.3, and the detailed 

coding methods were introduced in Section 3.11. 

3.6 Validity and Reliability 

 Validity 

Validity is an important aspect of research. In qualitative research, validity has been defined as 

a demonstration that a particular instrument measures what it purports to measure (Cohen et 

al., 2007). It is almost impossible to achieve 100% validity in qualitative research because the 

subjectivity of the views, attitudes, and perspectives of participants and researchers leads to at 

least some prejudice. Validity, therefore, should be regarded as a spectrum rather than an 

absolute term (Gronlund & Linn, 1990). According to Hammersley (1987), if a description can 

accurately represent the characteristics of the phenomenon being described, explained, or 

theorized, then the description is valid. 

However, validity in qualitative research has recently taken many different forms. 

Validity can be displayed through the authenticity, depth, breadth, or diversity of data, the 

participants, or the degree to which the researcher is objective and unbiased (Winter, 2000). 

Some researchers have pointed out that validity is not the focus of qualitative research; still, 

they agree that validity should be tested and maximized (Denzin & Lincoln, 1998; Wolcott, 

1995). 

In order to ensure and maximize the validity of my research findings, I triangulated 

different data sources from different participants using different methods.  



61 

 

3.6.1.1 Triangulation 

The triangulation method was utilized to compare and study data collected from multiple angles, 

including that of the research participant verification, the verification of data collected by 

different methods in different forms, and the researcher’s self-reflection. 

a) Research participant verification 

As soon as I finished conducting the interviews and making observations, I sorted out the 

collected raw materials, including notes and video or audio recordings, and sent them to the 

research participants. I asked them to confirm whether the conversations or activities I recorded 

were their true thoughts and actions. In addition, I provided the summary of my findings to the 

participants for verification. This could have had unexpected benefits because the research 

participants could have supplemented or revised certain aspects of my findings. Such changes 

would help ensure that the interview data and my analysis truly reflect their thoughts. 

b) Multi-angle source verification  

Various data sources were used to maximize validity. For the same research question, I utilized 

different data collection methods and sources, such as audio transcriptions of interviews, video 

transcriptions of observations, and documents. For example, I checked whether a participant 

provided consistent answers to a series of questions when she was interviewed. If not, I would 

find out why and confirm with the participant. I would resolve any conflicts by conducting 

further research (through interviews, observations, or other methods) on related issues. 

Furthermore, I used computer-aided data analysis software NVivo for data analysis method as 

well as data verification. 

3.6.1.2 In-depth Fieldwork and Adequate Description 

The rich first-hand data quotation and accounts from long-term in-depth fieldwork helped to 

confirm the validity of the data. As the primary instrument in this qualitative research, I 

conducted in-depth observations and interviews at the research site for one month and then 

carefully explained the process of data collection, as well as the type and amount of data 

collected in my research. When presenting the findings, I directly quoted the participants and 

showed plenty of detailed data and analysis accounts. I did this to show the reader the truest 

picture of the data and, in turn, help them judge whether they could draw the same conclusion. 



62 

 

3.6.1.3 Researcher Self-reflection 

To minimize subjective interpretations of the data about participants and reduce the halo effect 

(desirability bias) (Cohen et al., 2007), I introduced in detail my background, which helped 

readers understand my role and my relationships with the research objects. This self-reflection 

also informed readers of my possible inherent prejudices and my relatively objective judgments 

of the data, thereby improving the research’s validity. 

 Reliability 

Winter (2000) pointed out that validity focuses on accuracy, while reliability focuses on 

reproducibility or replicability—that is, whether others can replicate a study. The definition of 

reliability in qualitative research is different from that in quantitative research because their 

data have different characteristics. From a quantitative point of view, reliability refers to the 

consistency of the results observed by different researchers using the same tools. Meanwhile, 

in qualitative research, reliability refers to the consistency of different researchers’ 

interpretations of the results through interaction, data collection, recording, and analysis 

(Golafshani, 2003). 

The standards of reliability in qualitative methodologies are different from those in 

quantitative methodologies. Reliability in qualitative methodologies embodies fidelity to real 

life, specificity of contexts and situations, detail, honesty, authenticity, depth of response, and 

comprehensiveness (Cohen et al., 2007). Qualitative research emphasizes the integrity of the 

research, and results must be interpreted in the same way when a commitment is made to fully 

record the hidden meanings and characteristics behind various situations and events after 

observation. In other words, the reliability of qualitative research is the degree to which the 

data the researcher recorded during an experiment match the actual events that take place in 

the natural setting (Bogdan & Biklen, 1982). If the research results are reliable, different 

researchers will obtain consistent results using the same methods and conditions. 

Two types of reliability were distinguished by Preissle and Le Compte (1984): internal 

reliability and external reliability. Internal reliability refers to how consistent data collection, 

analysis, and interpretation are under the same conditions. External reliability refers to whether 

research (and its results) can be replicated in the same or similar situations. The internal 

reliability of my research was enhanced, following the recommendations of Wiersma and Jurs 
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(2009), as  the points a) to e) showed. In addition to triangulation, multiple data collection 

procedures—for example, observations, interviews, and site documents—were used.   

a) Use machinery to record data: Instruments such as audio and video recorders, cameras, and 

a smartphone were used to collect raw data. 

b) Multiple observers: When observing the classroom teaching of the demonstration teacher, 

the other teachers in the same LS group acted as observers, just like me. Their observation 

notes were consistent with my notes. All disagreements among observers were discussed.   

c) Verbatim accounts and low-inference descriptions: I directly quoted documents like 

interview transcriptions and the participants’ and researcher’s notes. The raw transcriptions and 

notes were in Chinese Mandarin and then translated into English mostly by the researcher and 

with assistance of the software Google Translate.   

d) Participant review: Eleven teacher participants and two administrator participants were 

asked to confirm the content of the data I recorded, as well as my interpretations of the data. 

Anytime when I had confusion when interviewing the individual teachers and observing their 

meetings, I either confirmed their meaning on the spot or shortly after the meetings.     

e) Peer review: I integrated the research findings published for colleagues to discuss. 

To strengthen the external reliability of my research, I considered the following aspects 

and adopted several strategies as well: 

a) Credibility of the researcher (Boudah, 2011): As a teacher and researcher with 20 years of 

experience in College English, I have enrolled in various domestic and overseas professional 

training sessions in research. Thus, I understood the method of data collection and data analysis 

very well. 

b) Informant selection: I recruited the participants based on their interest in LS and 

voluntariness.   

c) Social context: The social, interpersonal, and functional nature of my research was described 

in detail in Section 1.1. 

d) Data collection and analysis methods: I described the comprehensive methods I used for 

backtracking and interpreting data, as well as the general strategies I adopted for corroborating 

and interpreting the data. 
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e) Analytical constructs and premises. I would publicly report the structure of the research. I 

also used the structure to integrate various previous findings. 

In conclusion, validity and reliability are interrelated in the concept of trustworthiness 

or credibility in qualitative research (Boudah, 2011). Therefore, methods for enhancing them 

overlap to some extent. 

3.7 Ethical Consideration 

Ethics involve moral issues in the context of working with humans (Gregory, 2003), and ethics 

have now evolved to include a respect for and conservation of the environment in addition to 

protecting human rights (Ramrathan et al., 2017). Considering this research involved working 

with humans in terms of collecting data from teachers and administrators, an ethical application 

had been managed and approved before data collection. Ethics approval was obtained from the 

Educational Research Human Ethics Committee (ERHEC) at the University of Canterbury. I 

made information sheets and consent forms to teacher participants, administrator participants 

and head of the school where I collected data. In particular, an information sheet was sent to 

the students involved in the classroom observation, too. I strictly abided by its research ethics 

codes (see examples Appendix A: Information Sheet for the Teacher Participant and Appendix 

B: Consent Form for the Teacher Participant). Ethical considerations were mainly reflected in 

the following aspects: 

a) Rights of Participants  

Voluntary participation. All the participants, including teachers and administrators, were 

volunteers. They had the freedom to agree or disagree to participate in this research. The issue 

of coercion or obligation was minimized as far as possible. In fact, all of the participants 

welcomed this LS research very much. The core responsibility of both administrators was just 

teacher training. They needed new approaches to apply to their staff’s professional 

development. The participating teachers, my colleagues, were coincidently at the stage of 

starting to use a new textbook or newly edited materials to teach new students. They had 

planned to meet to discuss the teaching plans even if I did not do this LS research among them. 

Therefore, this was very good timing for me to conduct my research and it was easy for me to 

recruit the participants. In addition, I had been keeping a good interpersonal relationship with 

my colleagues, and they trusted me a lot. I thought they helped me and they thought I helped 

them too. This was a win-win situation. 
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Informed consent. All the participants were informed about the nature, purpose, methods, 

procedures, and their involvement before the research commenced. 

Right to discontinue. Participants were told about their right to withdraw at any stage of the 

research, although nobody dropped out.  

Anonymity and confidentiality. Participants’ personal identifiable data was made anonymous. 

Their names were replaced by arbitrary, imaginary Chinese family names. All data, including 

conversations and documents collected from participants, were maintained by the researcher 

confidentially. The data were not related in any way to any institutional assessment of their 

professional performance. 

Debriefing. The participants were sent a transcript of their interviews and their words in the 

videos. They were allowed to review the transcripts derived from the audio- and video-

recordings and suggest any edits. They were provided a summary of the research findings and 

given the right to make suggestions. 

b) The Researcher’s Role 

As a researcher, I did not participate in the teachers’ LS practice. My role was an organizer and 

observer of the teachers’ LS practice including meetings and teaching, and an interviewer as 

well to find out their thoughts and feelings during their LS practice. I took notes of what I 

observed and interviewed. When I observed their discussion, my emotions also resonated with 

them. It was a great tension for me to keep silent as an outsider when they were discussing a 

topic that I was also familiar with as an EFL teacher like them, but I managed to control my 

impulse to join them to discuss. Only when they were obviously off the topic would I remind 

them of back to the discussion, but this situation did not happen quite often. 

c) The Role of Students Involved 

A challenging ethical concern of this research was related to the university students involved 

in the LS case. As the focus of my research was on the teachers and their actions, with less 

emphasis placed on the students’ actions, university students were not directly involved in my 

research as data sources or research subjects. However, I still provided the students with an 

information sheet indicating that my research was focused on their teachers but might include 

observations of their actions, which would not be attributed to anyone. 
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 The case students were interviewed by their demonstration teachers only, not by the 

researcher. This step of interviewing three case students was specified in the LS cycle (see 

Figure 3.1). The case students’ data were in the hand of two demonstration teachers. Teachers 

got real-time feedback from the case students shortly after the demonstration lessons, and then 

shared the students’ feedback with the other teachers in the LS meetings. Based on data from 

the case students, the teachers reflected on the problems of the current lesson plans and then 

optimized their following-up lesson plans. 

d) Time and Stress 

Aware of the busy schedule of teachers and administrators, I tried to minimize the potential 

stress placed on them. Fortunately, LS is part of the regular process of their teaching within the 

university, so they did not need to take extra classes exclusively for the LS research. The 

teachers could re-arrange their individual teaching time flexibly with the help of the school 

head in order to observe the three research lessons. The timetable of LS activities was made 

according to teachers’ convenience. I took advantage of each participant’s convenience to 

collect the data of individual interviews whenever possible (e.g., two-hour lunch time break). 

Moreover, to make the demonstration teachers less stressed when exposed to the observation 

of other teachers, I informed them that there would be no negative implications. Their teaching 

would not be assessed by their institution, and the whole LS group, not individual teachers, 

were responsible because the lesson was the product of collaborative planning. At no point in 

the LS process or in the related research was there any judgment or assessment of the 

demonstration of teachers’ actions. 

3.8 Participants 

I conducted my research among College English teachers at a Chinese university, Hubei 

University of Technology (HUT), given my background as a College English teacher in this 

university. The participants comprised 11 teachers and two administrative staff. 

I selected College English teaching and Chinese teachers as the context of my LS 

research in response to the call for China’s College English reform and to ensure a certain 

degree of convenience. I chose the target site School of Foreign Languages in HUT because 

this was where I used to work and, thus, had a professional network with which I could 

negotiate access and entry. It was convenient for me to recruit teacher participants from my 

colleagues because I had taught College English at the same university. Such selection echoed 
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the criterion advocated by Stake (1995): maximizing the opportunities to learn when selecting 

a case under the constraints of time and access. 

In addition, collaborative learning activities were not new to the participants, as they 

were part of their regular routine, simply assuming a different form and name Collective Lesson 

Preparation (CLP) from LS. The teacher participants kept engaging in CLP activities oriented 

towards new curriculum experimentation and adaptation at the classroom level in the past years. 

They usually attended a meeting to discuss how to allocate time to a certain amount of teaching 

content (eight units at average) of a textbook and distribute the teaching design work of each 

unit to individual teachers. Each teacher made a rough unit arrangement (e.g., unit teaching 

objectives, language focus, and exercises) and then shared it with the other teachers. The other 

teachers chose to use it or not in their classroom teaching. Sometimes they worked together to 

briefly reflect on the lesson design after teaching or share their individual different lesson 

designs. These CLP activities were conducted during each school term, covering each sub-

course of College English. These activities were organized by the course leader or department 

head. Teachers had been familiar with the practice of teacher collaborative learning for a long 

time. This laid a solid foundation for me to explore a social issue in-depth, namely, the impact 

of LS on teachers’ learning and practice development. The participants’ roles and duties are 

listed in Table 3.3 below.  

 

Table 3.3  

 

Research Participants 

Group/Role Course/ Duty Participants 

Group A General College English Five Teachers (One Demonstration 

Teacher Included) 

Group B  Comparisons between Chinese 

and American Cultures  

Six Teachers (One Demonstration 

Teacher Included) 

Admin 1 School’s Teacher Teaching and 

Research Training  

Head of the School of Foreign 

Languages 

Admin 2 University’s Teacher Teaching 

and Research Training  

Head of the Teacher Development 

Center 
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All the participants were volunteers recruited from HUT, China. Eleven participants 

were College English teachers from the School of Foreign Languages, HUT. They formed two 

LS groups according to the two different courses they taught: General College English and 

Comparisons between Chinese and American Cultures. Each LS group chose one 

demonstration teacher to teach the research lessons. One administrator was the head of the 

School of Foreign Languages; this participant took charge of the teachers’ teaching and 

research training job of the School of Foreign Languages. The other administrator was the head 

of the Teacher Development Center; this participant took responsibility for the teachers’ 

teaching and research training job of the whole university.    

The demonstration teachers’ teaching of the research lessons within the LS activity 

inevitably involved the classroom teaching and their students. Therefore, it was necessary to 

introduce aspects related to their teaching and students (shown in Table 3.4 below). The 

demonstration teacher was also the group leader of each group. Group A consisted of five 

teachers: Xiang, Wang, Wu, Fang, and Zhang (as mentioned earlier, the names of all 

participants were pseudonyms). The demonstration teacher of Group A, Xiang, taught the 

research lessons to a class of 36 freshmen who passed the college entrance examination in June 

2019 and took the compulsory course General College English for the first time in October 

2019. Group B was composed of six teachers: Qian, Liu, Li, Du, Tang, and Lei (again, the 

names of all participants were pseudonyms). Students from the class of the demonstration 

teacher, Qian, were sophomores who passed the CET-4 (College English Test-Band 4) in June 

2019 and took the optional course Comparisons between Chinese and American Cultures for 

the first time in October 2019. 

  

Table 3.4  

 

Research Lessons of Two Groups of Participants 

Group Demons

tration   

Teacher  

Group 

members 

Students Course/ Unit Research Lessons 

(RL) 

A Xiang Wang, 

Wu, 

36  RL1: Part A: Introduction and 

TED  
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Fang, 

Zhang 

freshmen General 

College 

English 

Unit One 

Language 

Learning 

RL2: Part B: Intensive Reading/ 

News report/Video Watching 

RL3: Part C: Project 

Presentation 

B Qian Liu, Li, 

Du, Tang, 

Lei  

31 

sophomores 

Comparisons 

between 

Chinese and 

American 

Cultures  

RL1: Business Table Manners 

RL2: Festivals 

RL3: Music/Opera 

   

The teachers in Group A focused their LS activity on Unit One Language Learning 

through collaborative planning, observation, and reflecting. The three research lessons taught 

by Xiang were the three parts of this unit: Part A (Introduction and TED Talk), Part B (Intensive 

Reading/News Report/Video Watching), and Part C (Project Presentation). 

The teachers in Group B worked together to plan, observe, and reflect on three topics 

of the course Comparisons between Chinese and American Cultures: Business Table Manners, 

Festivals, and Music/Opera. I chose two different LS groups because I wanted to investigate 

the impact or effectiveness of LS on teachers in different courses and levels. 

3.9 Instrumentation 

Considering the exploratory nature of my research, the majority of data sources were based on 

qualitative methods and instruments. The sources of my research data mainly included 

interviews, observations, reflection reports, various written documents, and audio and video 

materials. According to the different types of data sources, I adopted different research 

instruments (see Table 3.5), and their corresponding purposes were listed. In addition to the 

large number of transcripts of audio- and video-recordings, artifacts of LS practice like lesson 

plans and curriculum materials were also collected to be analyzed for all aspects related to the 

whole LS practice. 
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Table 3.5  

 

Research Data Source, Instrument, and Purpose 

Data Source Instrument Purpose 

Pre-LS interview  Semi-structured 

interview 

To find out about 11 teachers’ professional 

experiences, especially previous teachers’ 

collective learning experiences. 

Planning meeting Transcripts of video 

recordings 

To record teachers’ interaction and their 

learning process when planning a research 

lesson in a group. 

Post-planning 

meeting interview 

Transcripts of audio 

recordings 

To find out from the two demonstration 

teachers about the thoughts, decisions, and 

reflection in collaborative planning meetings. 

Observation of 

research lessons 

Research Lesson 

Planning, Observation, 

and Discussion Table 

To help observation teachers and the 

researcher gain from research lessons about 

students’ responses and learning effect as 

well as the demonstration teachers’ 

performance. 

Post-teaching 

interview 

Transcripts of audio 

recordings 

To find out from the two demonstration 

teachers about their reflection on enacting the 

collective lesson plans in the classrooms and 

the feedback from students. 

Reflecting 

meeting 

Transcripts of video 

recordings 

To record teacher-participants’ interactions 

and their learning process when reflecting in 

a group on the collectively designed research 

lesson enacted by the demonstration teacher.  

Post-reflecting 

meeting interview 

Transcripts of audio 

recordings 

To find out from the demonstration teachers 

about their thoughts about the joint reflection, 

including agreement and disagreement.  
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Post-LS interview Transcripts of audio 

recordings 

To find out teachers’ overall comments and 

reflections about their learning experiences 

after completing the LS practice. 

Artifacts of LS 

practice  

Research lesson plans; 

curriculum materials; 

teachers’ reflective 

notes; school policy 

documents on teacher 

professional 

development 

To investigate every possible aspect related 

to the whole LS practice. 

 

The three primary instruments in my research are often used for qualitative inquiry 

(Boudah, 2011), namely observation, interview, and document review. These instruments 

produced observation notes, transcripts of video-recordings of meetings, transcripts of audio-

recordings of interviews, and all types of artifacts of LS practice. 

 Observation 

To provide readers with sufficient descriptive data, I utilized all the perceptual senses when 

taking notes of what happened in the real situations, supposedly putting them into the real 

setting (Patton, 2002). Generally speaking, the chief objects of observation are people, settings, 

and situations. The main reason for this is to determine the foci of observation (Boudah, 2011), 

according to the research questions. 

 Since my research focus was on the teachers, I determined my focal observation on all 

of the activities about teachers, including instructions, conversations, movements, eye contact, 

gestures, verbal and non-verbal interactions between teacher and teacher, and interactions 

between teacher and students in the meetings and in the classrooms. A holistic view of the 

entire meeting or classroom teaching was also sought. 

My role as the observer had me function as an onlooker in all settings. My observations 

were overt observation—that is, all teachers knew I was observing them and recording what 

was happening. The observations ranged from 90 minutes to three hours, depending on the 

specific activities. In particular, the observation of each research lesson lasted 90 minutes, and 
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the teachers’ planning and reflecting meetings lasted much longer—two or three hours each—

because of the detailed nature of the discussions.      

3.9.1.1 Observation Planner  

While I observed all the teachers’ activities in the classroom where a research lesson was being 

taught by the demonstration teacher, observing teachers took notes under the guidance of an 

observation planner as the central part of the research lesson planner I adapted. I developed a 

variation of Dudley’s Research Lesson Observation and Discussion Template (Dudley, 2014), 

named Research Lesson Planning, Observation, and Discussion Table (see Table 3.1). 

 I developed this table so that teachers could write as much information as possible by 

giving them plenty of space. I also added a question column to allow observers to make notes 

about the rest of the students in the classroom apart from the three case students. These students’ 

responses could not be ignored since they were in the same learning environment as the three 

case students; their responses were mutually affected and either supported or restricted the 

demonstration teachers’ responses. Teachers in the LS group who observed the research lesson 

focused on the three case students and collected data regarding their detailed performance in 

the classroom. In the meantime, they also collected a rough overall observation of the other 

students.  

3.9.1.2 Video Recording and Note Taking 

In addition to observing the teachers’ teaching and meetings by taking notes, I video recorded 

their meetings too in order to avoid missing any useful data. Due to the consideration of the 

ethics, the two demonstration teachers’ teaching was not permitted to be video recorded. Only 

teacher group meetings were video-recorded by the researcher. This was done to better identify 

the participants instead of trying to identify different voices during a group conversation. 

Furthermore, the meeting that took place in the meeting room was a one-off event that cannot 

be reproduced. To ensure that I extracted all relevant factors and did not miss any details in my 

observations, I used videos to help me identify and recall the data. The camera used to take the 

video was installed at a proper angle to cover every corner of the meeting room. 

In addition to the video, I also took notes to record what I observed in the field. These 

notes included descriptions of the overall situation in the classroom teaching, the details of 

teacher participant’s responses, and my emergent thoughts or comments. 
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 Semi-structured Interview  

Interviews are one of the most useful data acquisition methods in qualitative research—in some 

studies, interviews are the only data source. Interviews might be roughly defined as an 

interactive process where a person asks questions to seek particular information. In qualitative 

research, interviews are defined as attempts to understand the world from the subject’s point 

of view, to unfold the meaning of peoples’ experiences, to uncover their lived world before 

scientific explanations (Adhabi & Anozie, 2017). In Western academia, different scholars have 

approached interviews in different ways. These differences lie in the nature of the questions 

raised, the degree to which the interviewer controls the interview, the number of participants 

involved, and even the significance of the interview to the research (Hitchcock & Hughes, 

1995). 

 Hitchcock and Hughes (1995) divided interviews into two main types: standardized 

interviews and non-standardized interviews. The latter type encompasses survey or 

investigative interviews, semi-structured interviews, psychological consultation interviews, 

diary interviews, life history interviews, ethnographic interviews, informal interviews, 

conversations, and eavesdropping, according to the content and format of the interviews. Cohen 

et al. (2007) divided interviews into structured interviews, semi-structured interviews, non-

directed interviews, and focused interviews. Depending on the degree of formality, interviews 

can be divided into informal interviews and formal interviews. Furthermore, depending on the 

number of interviewees, several individual interviews or a single group interview can be 

conducted. 

To gain more information from interviewees and maximize the amount of effective 

information received from the participants, I conducted semi-structured interviews. The semi-

structured interview is a type of standardized interview conducted following a thick-line 

interview outline. In other words, only a rough basic requirement is in place regarding the 

conditions of the interviewees and the questions to be asked. As a type of in-depth interview, 

the semi-structured interview is primarily a social interaction process, which allows the 

interviewer to ascertain interviewees’ motives, attitudes, behaviors, ideas, needs, and so on.  

As an interviewer, I could easily make adjustments according to specific situations that 

arose during interviews. There were no specific requirements in terms of the order in which 

questions were asked, the way the interviewee answered them, how the interview was recorded, 

or the time and location of the interview. I conducted most of the interviews in person. A few 



74 

 

interviews were conducted via telephone or video call when participants were unavailable for 

an in-person interview. All interviews were all audio-recorded to ensure the accuracy of the 

participants’ statements. 

The interview questions served the following purposes:  

1) Individual pre-LS interview with 11 teachers: 

 Can you introduce your educational background and your teaching experience as a College 

English teacher? 

 How much do you know about Lesson Study? 

2) Individual post-planning meeting interview with two demonstration teachers: 

What do you think about the designing and planning of the research lesson? 

3) Individual post-teaching interview with two demonstration teachers: 

What do you think about the effectiveness of the research lesson? 

Are there any aspects of the research lesson that you consider as “bright points” or 

shortcomings? 

4) Individual post-reflecting interview with two demonstration teachers: 

What do you think of the reflection and discussion meeting for the research lesson? 

5) Individual post-LS interview questions: 

What are your views, attitudes, or feelings about the effectiveness of the LS activity?  

Have you gained anything through attending the LS activity? 

What changes have you observed or experienced through LS practice? 

6) Individual interview with two administrators: 

What opportunities or support for teachers’ professional development does the school or 

university provide to teachers?  

What are factors that influence teachers’ professional development?  

What suggestions would you make to improve teachers’ professional development?  
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The individual semi-structured interviews with all 11 teachers were conducted in their 

offices in person. The interviews’ durations ranged from 10-60 minutes. The two administrator 

participants were interviewed by the researcher via WeChat video calls during the later stages 

of data collection. An interview agenda (see Table 3.6) was drawn up to ensure all participants 

could provide data at their convenience.  

 

Table 3.6  

 

Semi-structured Interview Agenda 

Interviewee Pre-

LS 

Post-LS Demonstration Teacher A 

Xiang 

Demonstration Teacher B 

Qian 

 Group A Xiang Oct. 6 Oct. 26 Pre-LS Oct. 6 Pre-LS Oct. 7 

Wang Oct. 6 Oct. 19 Post-planning 1 Oct. 8 Post-planning 1 Oct. 10 

Zhang Oct. 6 Oct. 25 Post-teaching 1 Oct. 9 Post-teaching 1 Oct. 15 

Fang Oct. 6 Oct. 25 Post-reflecting 1 Oct. 9 Post-reflecting 1 Oct. 15 

Wu Oct. 6 Oct. 18 Post-planning 2 Oct. 11 Post-planning 2 Oct. 17 

Group B Qian Oct. 7 Oct. 30 Post-teaching 2 Oct. 12 Post-teaching 2 Oct. 22 

Tang Oct. 7 Oct. 29 Post-reflecting 2 Oct. 12 Post-reflecting 2 Oct. 22 

Li Oct. 7 Oct. 29 Post-planning 3 Oct. 14 Post-planning 3 Oct. 24 

Liu Oct. 7 Oct. 30 Post-teaching 3 Oct. 16 Post-teaching 3 Oct. 29 

Lei Oct. 7 Oct. 30 Post-reflecting 3 Oct. 16 Post-reflecting 3 Oct. 29 

Du Oct. 7 Oct. 30 Post-LS Oct. 26 Post-LS Oct. 30 

Admin 1 Lu Oct. 27  

Admin 2 Wei Oct. 27 

 

 Document Review 

Documents relevant to the occurrences at a site are essential and can explain the view provided 

by observations and interviews. Investigating the culture of the school or community, lesson 

plans, school policies, and mission statements may be valuable. A document review can be 

performed to enhance the content of observations and interviews (Hitchcock & Hughes, 1995). 

Qualitative research often assumes that many aspects of things are interrelated. I 

collected micro-data directly related to research topics, such as teachers’ lesson plans, 

PowerPoint presentations, textbooks, and student work. I also collected macro-data related to 

the larger environment, such as course syllabus and teachers’ teaching quality evaluation 

policies, as such variables will affect the micro-level variable to some extent.  
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To decide what documents to collect and review, I turned to my research questions. 

Then, I considered the documents described in the following subsections as additional data 

sources to determine the teachers’ responses throughout the LS intervention and uncover their 

underlying causes. 

3.9.3.1 Research Lesson Planning, Observation and Reflection Table 

The revised research lesson planner (see Table 3.1) provided a holistic view of a complete LS 

cycle, including the three main aspects: planning, observation, and reflection. The focus was 

on observing three case students; the planning and reflection aspects were briefly described in 

this table. More information was collected through video-recordings of the teachers’ planning 

and reflecting meetings. Information was also derived from various documents related to the 

research lessons, such as textbooks, curriculum materials, and research lesson plans. 

How each research lesson was organized, taught, observed, and polished from 

beginning to end is reflected in this table. It also indicates how each teacher perceived the 

research lesson. The three notes each teacher took when planning, observing and reflecting on 

three research lessons indicated how they implemented LS. These notes helped the researcher 

explore the changes initiated by LS by comparing their perceived information and thoughts at 

each stage of the LS cycle. 

3.9.3.2 Curriculum Syllabus and Textbook 

The main teaching materials for teachers’ collaborative lesson planning and reflection were the 

curriculum syllabus and the textbooks. How to make use of them reflected the individual 

teachers’ ability. The three research lessons that the teachers in Group A planned, observed, 

and reflected upon were connected to the three parts of the same topic-based unit of the 

textbook New Generation College English Comprehensive Course Book 1-Advanced Level. 

The three research lessons developed by Group B were comparatively independent, as each 

lesson had an independent topic related to Chinese and American cultures. Each course had a 

detailed syllabus and a corresponding textbook.  

Group A Course: General College English 

The syllabus of General College English specifies the following: (1) The course goals are to 

(a) to cultivate students’ comprehensive application ability of English, especially reading, 



77 

 

writing, and translation ability so that they can communicate effectively in English in their 

future study, work and social interaction and (b) enhance their independent learning ability and 

improve their comprehensive cultural literacy to meet the needs of the country’s social 

development and international exchanges. (2) The course teaching design is based primarily 

on classroom lectures, combined with students’ extracurricular independent study, classroom 

discussion, and extracurricular homework. (3) The teaching content and class hours allocation, 

as well as (4) the assessment method, are additional factors. 

This course utilizes two textbooks: New Era Theme College English Audiovisual 

Course 1 and New Generation College English Comprehensive Course Book 1-Advanced Level. 

Considering the five basic skills of language teaching (listening, speaking, reading, writing, 

and translating) and the respective advantages of each of the two textbooks, the head of the 

department decided to use the former to teach listening and speaking and the latter to teach 

reading, writing, and translating.    

a) New Era Theme College English Audiovisual Course 1   

New Era Theme College English Audiovisual Course 1 fully reflects the spirit of the University 

English Teaching Guide and the National CET-4 and CET-6 examination committee’s June 

2016 recommendation to partially adjust the listening questions of CET-4 and CET-6. This 

textbook discusses English-speaking countries’ political systems, business and finances, 

national characteristics, geographic environments, historical development, welfare systems, 

and cultures. It also teaches about Chinese culture utilizing video clips, and listening materials. 

 Each unit focuses on the same theme, for which pre-visual reading, pre-visual 

preparation, and audio-visual teaching steps, such as training and oral practice, are carefully 

designed. The book covers a wide range of topics, the materials are exclusively selected from 

real-life scenarios, and the language is diversified. In the practice layout and design, the 

textbook provides language micro-skills training material while cultivating students’ critical 

thinking skills and in-depth cross-cultural communication skills.  

b) New Generation College English Comprehensive Course Book 1-Advanced Level 

New Generation College English Comprehensive Course Book 1-Advanced Level is a 

compilation of the latest General English textbooks used in colleges and universities across the 

country. This textbook was designed per the spirit of the China Ministry of Education’s reform 

on college English teaching and actual teaching practice. The textbook focuses on improving 
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students’ English application abilities by cultivating students’ thinking skills and cross-cultural 

communication skills. It also aims to help students fulfill higher requirements (for details, see 

Section 4.3.2.1). The five-level ability description of the English proficiency scale is used as a 

reference to meet the varying needs of non-English majors in different colleges and universities. 

This textbook fully implements the output-oriented teaching method to effectively 

improve the efficiency of College English teaching. Guided by a foreign language teaching 

principle of output-driven, input facilitation, and selective learning, this textbook adopts the 

teaching process of motivating-enabling-assessing to cultivate students’ abilities to solve 

problems in English. 

This textbook makes full use of the changes in the education model brought about by 

information technology, thereby fully supporting a mixed or blended teaching model. The 

construction of supporting digital courses and Massive Open Online Course (MOOC) 

platforms for teaching materials highlights the functions of resource sharing, teacher-student 

interaction, interactive training, and data feedback. In this way, these courses realize the 

complementary advantages of high-quality MOOC resources, online autonomous learning, and 

classroom teaching. 

New Generation College English Comprehensive Course Book 1-Advanced Level 

comprises eight units, each of which focuses on a different theme. Each unit starts with a real 

task, helping students selectively learn from two audio and video materials and two reading 

articles. In this way, the students gradually master the language and structure as they complete 

tasks, expand their thinking, form their own views, and finally provide adequate output. 

 

Group B Course: Comparisons between Chinese and American Cultures  

Comparisons between Chinese and American Cultures is one of the follow-up courses of the 

subject College English at Hubei University of Technology. This course aims to develop 

learners’ interest in English learning, improve their English proficiency; construct their 

consciousness of home culture; foster their ability for creative thinking, independent learning, 

and intercultural communication ability; promote their sensitivity, tolerance, and flexibility on 

cultural differences; and lay a foundation for students interested in learning, traveling, working 

or living in America in the future. 
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This course had no fixed textbook, and its contents were jointly edited by a group of 

teachers, each of whom was assigned the editing work for one unit, integrated with popular 

online audio and video resources. The main themes of this course include higher education, 

business banquet, typical festivals, wedding customs, music, cars and driving, and medical care. 

Editor teachers also designed theme-related quizzes for each unit, hoping to provide their first-

hand knowledge of the two countries’ societies, histories, social customs, and ways of living. 

All editor teachers and teachers in LS Group B had some experience learning or living in 

America. Therefore, this course absorbed some frequently-used American ways of teaching 

like student presentation, online learning, discussion, and question exploration, while it also 

mixed every individual teacher’s practical experience and thinking. 

3.9.3.3 Teaching Schedule, Research Lesson Plans and PowerPoints 

As part of the course syllabus, the teaching schedule was formulated by the individual teacher, 

and it detailed the tasks to be completed in each class throughout the semester. In this way, 

students were able to understand the specific goals and content of each class before the class 

started. 

Research lesson plans and PowerPoint presentations were the products of teachers’ 

planning meetings, which directly reflected the content of the teachers’ class. They were also 

the most direct manifestations of teacher activities at the micro-level. I collected three lesson 

plans of three research lessons from each LS group. 

The research lesson plans devised by Group A focused on the first unit of the textbook 

New Generation College English Comprehensive Course Book 1-Advanced Level, focusing on 

the topic of College Life: Challenges and Opportunities, which included teaching objectives, 

teaching content, and specific teaching procedures. This unit aimed to enable students to better 

understand the challenges and opportunities associated with college education, the importance 

of attending college, verbally expressing what they expect to gain from their college experience, 

and use appropriate language to express these expectations. This unit consisted of four parts, 

each of which was taught in a 90-minute class. The group teachers made a holistic arrangement 

for the whole unit. They determined the three parts as the research lessons according to the 

content importance: Part A (Introduction/Listening and Speaking/TED Talk), Part B 

(Vocabulary Checking/Lead-in Sharing/Intensive Reading/Analysis of the Text), and Part C 

(Unit Project: Student Presentations). 
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The research lesson plans developed by Group B focused on three comparatively 

independent topics about Chinese and American cultures: Business Dining Etiquette, Festivals, 

and Music/Opera. Each topic was covered in a 90-minute class. Considering that this cultural 

course was related to culture and part of an extended course of General College English, the 

teachers excavated the content to its breadth and depth on the basis of General College English. 

Much information was provided in class, and many relevant website links were provided for 

students to explore further. 

In addition, for each research lesson, teachers worked together to develop handouts, 

pictures, video, and audio materials for listening and speaking activities, self-designed student 

exercises, and supplementary materials for the school’s online learning system for autonomous 

student learning. Specifically, the oral report manuscripts and PowerPoints made by the 

students were also collected by the teachers as materials for their LS practice. 

3.9.3.4 Teaching Assessment Policy 

Teaching assessment policy is related to all aspects of teachers’ teaching. Therefore, this matter 

is worth investigating when focusing on a teacher’s performance. Based on this consideration, 

I collected documents from the teaching affairs office of the university where my research was 

conducted. This university implemented the 360-degree Assessment Plan of Teacher’s Course 

Teaching Quality, which includes five evaluation subjects and their evaluation methods and 

reasonable weights—namely, teacher self-evaluation, leadership expert evaluation, 

supervisory evaluation, peer evaluation, and student evaluation. Usually, their evaluation 

results were included in the teachers’ work files, and their teaching quality was tracked 

according to the evaluation results to help improve their teaching quality. Moreover, the 

evaluation results were linked to teachers’ achievement awards, promotions, job appointments, 

and teaching quality awards. 

However, this research did not involve assessing the teachers’ teaching and it was not 

a part of LS practice either. The reason why I collected the documents of teaching assessment 

policy of this targeted university was to investigate the possible impact of university policy on 

the teachers’ LS practice and their professional development.   
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3.9.3.5 Teacher Development Center Debriefing Report 

A series of activities have been organized by the university’s Teacher Development Center to 

serve teachers and build a teacher learning community. These activities include organizing 

school-wide teaching ability training for teachers (such as subject training, teaching workshops, 

teaching demonstrations, and teaching observations); launching new teacher training and 

teaching design competitions; and selecting key teachers to exchange with other universities. 

The center considered the teaching competition as a breakthrough point and planned to improve 

the teaching level of teachers participating in the competition. Relying on a team of experts, 

the center independently designed training projects and carried out projects like learning-

centered teaching design and mixed teaching. 

These activities were carried out during the research period and might have impacted 

my research objectives. Therefore, I collected data related to the debriefing report of the 

university’s Teacher Development Center so that I could explore the professional development 

of College English teachers. 

 Researcher Notes 

In qualitative research, the researcher’s notes can be considered data for analysis. Research 

notes can take many forms, such as field notes, method notes, and journal notes (Boudah, 2011). 

They can also serve as a reflection of the field records or as a link to the literature. The purpose 

of taking notes is to help the researcher think about and respond to problems that arise during 

the research process and then make judgments and decisions. By taking notes, researchers can 

express their confusion or frustration and record their judgments and thoughts on the relevant 

literature during data collection and analysis. 

 Borg (2003) listed seven advantages of including researcher notes and journals: a) They 

remind researchers of past events and thoughts and guide future research actions; b) They 

provide records of plans and completed works to facilitate self-evaluation; c) They provide 

detailed records of the research steps and related events to facilitate subsequent writing; d) 

They provide researchers with opportunities to reflect on their thoughts that led to crucial 

decisions; e) They provide a narrative record of the researcher’s career development; f) They 

serve as the evidence of the researcher’s progress, give the researcher a sense of 

accomplishment, and motivate them to continue their efforts; and g) They are often a source of 

inspiration as the researcher reviews the recorded experiences. 
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In my research, I utilized researcher notes to supplement the video- and-audio 

recordings. I noted all aspects of my research while I conducted observations and interviews 

and collected and reviewed documents. These documents included observation descriptions, 

the situation under observation, my methodological choices and identification, and a journal 

containing my general reflections about the research. The research notes helped me decide how 

to present the research results; deal with any anxiety, self-doubt, and negation that arose; and 

draw inspiration from my constant internal dialogue. My research notes allowed me to observe 

and analyze my experience as a bystander and recognize my habits and strategies as a 

researcher. My notes not only recorded the research process but also served as a document for 

me to reflect on. 

3.10  Procedures 

As my research focused on teachers’ learning activities, I adopted the principles of Grounded 

Theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) to observe teachers’ LS activities as the teachers in LS groups 

followed the process in the adapted version of Dudley’s (2014) LS model. My research 

proceeded through the following stages based on the main stages of the LS process shown in 

Figure 3.4. 
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Figure 3.4  

 

Research Procedures 

 

 

The above flow chart presents the entire picture of the research procedures. These are 

described in detail in the following paragraphs. 

Step 1: LS workshop for participant recruitment. All the teachers and administrative staff 

members who were interested in LS were engaged in a small workshop to obtain basic 

information about LS. This group included the 11 participants chosen for this research. 

Afterward, I explained to these participants in detail the LS cycles and the research lesson using 

a planner named the Research Lesson Planning, Observation, and Discussion Table. A protocol 

and timetable for teachers’ LS meetings were drawn up by all of them together before they 

began the LS activities. 

Step 2: Pre-LS interviews with 11 teachers. Before the participants began the LS activities, pre-

LS interviews were conducted with the 11 teachers individually to determine professional 

experiences, professional learning experiences, and previous collective learning experiences. 
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Step 3: Observing teacher planning meetings. Together, the teachers identified a research 

question based on a problem in their present teaching, exchanged their views on it, and chose 

a teacher to teach the research lesson. They then selected three case students in each class to 

be observed and subsequently predicted the responses that would be exhibited by the case 

students. These steps were completed following the format of the Research Lesson Planning, 

Observation, and Discussion Table. The teachers designed all the specific aspects of the 

research lesson, and an agreed-upon lesson plan was then produced. I observed and video-

recorded these planning meetings. 

Step 4: Post-planning meeting interview with the demonstration teachers. In order to elicit their 

learning processes, attitudes, and feelings, I interviewed the demonstration teachers (while 

audio-recording the dialogue). I conducted these interviews right after the planning meetings 

to obtain their immediate feelings and ideas. 

Step 5: Observing the research lesson. The demonstration teacher taught the research lesson in 

the classroom, and the other group members observed all students’ learning in the context of 

their teaching. This was done using the observation checklist (Research Lesson Planning, 

Observation, and Discussion Table) as an indicator. I observed the entire research lesson and 

took notes. 

Step 6: Post-teaching meeting interview with the demonstration teachers. I interviewed the 

demonstration teachers (these interviews were audio-recorded) after they taught the research 

lesson to learn about their experiences. 

Step 7: Observing teacher reflecting meetings. After observing demonstration lessons, the 

teachers discussed, and analyzed the research problem in groups. They also discussed the 

students’ real responses in classroom settings, investigated student’s misunderstandings and 

difficulties, and gave feedback and solutions for refinement or improvement to the 

demonstrational research lesson. A revised and refined lesson plan for the research lesson was 

produced as a result. Moreover, based on this reflection, teachers determined what needed 

improvement in the following research lesson. I observed and video-recorded these reflecting 

meetings. 

Step 8: Post-reflecting meeting interview with the demonstration teachers. I interviewed the 

demonstration teachers to gather their thoughts about the bright points and shortcomings of 

their research lesson teaching. I also asked about their views on the joint reflection process, 

including any agreements and disagreements. 
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Step 9: LS cycle 2. After LS cycle 1, teachers moved on to the next cycle, beginning with a 

teacher planning meeting to solve a new research problem.  

Step 10: LS cycle 3. LS cycles with the same procedures were conducted continuously. 

Step 11: Post-LS interviews with the 11 teachers. I conducted audio-recorded interviews with 

the 11 teachers individually to learn about their overall and retrospective comments, as well as 

their reflections about their learning experiences after the LS has been completed.  

Step 12: Interviews with two administrators. I interviewed the two administrative staff 

participants individually about the policy support or restriction for teachers’ professional 

development. Again, these interviews were audio-recorded. 

To create the necessary conditions for teachers’ cooperative learning, teachers took the 

initiative to reach group learning agreements called Lesson Study Protocols and schedules 

called Lesson Study Agendas. This ensured that they built mutual trust and equal relationships 

(Dudley, 2014). These factors fostered conversations without reservations, a readiness to 

accept others’ suggestions and criticisms, risk-taking, sharing the consequences of joint 

ventures, and ultimately sharing and discovering new practical knowledge.  

The Lesson Study Protocol followed by all the teacher participants comprised the 

following main aspects:  

a) All members are equal learners, regardless of gender, age, educational background, teaching 

experience, and job title. 

b) All contributions will be recognized and encouraged equally among demonstration teachers 

and observers. 

c) Per the LS process, we will make plans, observations, and discussions together at every step 

of the process, listen to each other’s opinions, and make suggestions and hypotheses based on 

the discussion. 

d) We will boldly and responsibly share constructive opinions and make pertinent criticisms to 

benefit others. 

e) Only by accepting criticisms and suggestions with an open mind can we realize the value of 

learning and benefit ourselves. 



86 

 

In addition to the Lesson Study Protocol, each group made their own Lesson Study 

Agenda following the LS process and their time convenience (see Tables 3.7 and 3.8 below). 

When necessary, I gave suggestions as an organizer on their protocol and agenda to avoid 

missing any important LS steps in each cycle.      

 

Table 3.7  

 

Lesson Study Agenda of Group A- General College English 

Date Day Time Activity 

Oct.8 Tuesday 12:50 Planning Meeting 1:  

1) determine the Teacher Learning Focus 1 and complete Page 1 of 

Research Lesson Planning, Observation, and Discussion Table 

2) make the Research Lesson Plan 1 and discuss every detail 

3) choose one demonstration teacher and three case students 

Oct.9 Wednesday 8:20 Observation 1:  

1) observe the whole classroom situation and focus on three case 

students and take notes  

2) complete Page 2 of Research Lesson Planning, Observation, and 

Discussion Table 

13:30 Reflection Meeting 1:   

1) compare and contrast students’ predicted response and observed 

response 

2) analyze the reasons for the similarities or differences and from 

which further speculate on the problems in teaching 

3) The demonstration teacher shares the feedback from her post-

teaching interview with three case students. 

4) revise the Research Lesson Plan 1   

5) determine the Teacher Learning Focus 2 

Oct.11 Friday 14:30 Planning Meeting 2:  

1) complete Page 1 of Research Lesson Planning, Observation, and 

Discussion Table 

2) make the Research Lesson Plan 2 and discuss every detail 

Oct. 

12 

Saturday 8:20 Observation 2:  

1) observe the whole classroom situation and focus on three case 

students and take notes  

2) complete Page 2 of Research Lesson Planning, Observation, and 

Discussion Table 

13:30 Reflection Meeting 2:   

1) compare and contrast students’ predicted response and observed 

response 

2) analyze the reasons for the similarities or differences and from 

which further speculate on the problems in teaching 

3) The demonstration teacher shares the feedback from her post-

teaching interview with three case students. 

4) revise the Research Lesson Plan 2   

5) determine the Teacher Learning Focus 3  

Oct.14 Monday 14:30 Planning Meeting 3:  

1) complete Page 1 of Research Lesson Planning, Observation, and 

Discussion Table 
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2) make the Research Lesson Plan 3 and discuss every detail 

Oct.16 Wednesday 8:20 Observation 3:  

1) observe the whole classroom situation and focus on three case 

students and take notes  

2) complete Page 2 of Research Lesson Planning, Observation, and 

Discussion Table 

13:30 Reflection Meeting 3:   

1) compare and contrast students’ predicted response and observed 

response 

2) analyze the reasons for the similarities or differences and from 

which further speculate on the problems in teaching 

3) The demonstration teacher shares the feedback from her post-

teaching interview with three case students. 

4) revise the Research Lesson Plan 3  

5) determine the new teacher learning focus for the next unit 

 

Table 3.8  

 

Lesson Study Agenda of Group B- Comparisons between Chinese and American Cultures 

Date Day Time Activity 

Oct.10 Thursday 10:00 Planning Meeting 1:  

1) determine the Teacher Learning Focus 1 and complete Page 1 of 

Research Lesson Planning, Observation, and Discussion Table 

2) make the Research Lesson Plan 1 and discuss every detail 

3) choose one demonstration teacher and three case students 

Oct.15 Tuesday 10:30 Observation 1:  

1) observe the whole classroom situation and focus on three case 

students and take notes  

2) complete Page 2 of Research Lesson Planning, Observation, and 

Discussion Table 

13:30 Reflection Meeting 1:   

1) compare and contrast students’ predicted  response and observed 

response 

2) analyze the reasons for the similarities or differences and from 

which further speculate on the problems in teaching 

3) The demonstration teacher shares the feedback from her post-

teaching interview with three case students. 

4) revise the Research Lesson Plan 1   

5) determine the Teacher Learning Focus 2 

Oct.17 Thursday 10:00 Planning Meeting 2:  

1) complete Page 1 of Research Lesson Planning, Observation, and 

Discussion Table 

2) make the Research Lesson Plan 2 and discuss every detail 

Oct. 

22 

Tuesday 8:20 Observation 2:  

1) observe the whole classroom situation and focus on three case 

students and take notes  

2) complete Page 2 of Research Lesson Planning, Observation, and 

Discussion Table 

14:00 Reflection Meeting 2:   

1) compare and contrast students’ predicted response and observed 

response 

2) analyze the reasons for the similarities or differences and from 
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which further speculate on the problems in teaching 

3) The demonstration teacher shares the feedback from her post-

teaching interview with three case students. 

4) revise the Research Lesson Plan 2   

5) determine the Teacher Learning Focus 3 

Oct.24 Thursday 10:00 Planning Meeting 3:  

1) complete Page 1 of Research Lesson Planning, Observation, and 

Discussion Table 

2) make the Research Lesson Plan 3 and discuss every detail  

Oct.29 Tuesday 8:20 Observation 3:  

1) observe the whole classroom situation and focus on three case 

students and take notes  

2) complete Page 2 of Research Lesson Planning, Observation, and 

Discussion Table 

14:00 Reflection Meeting 3:   

1) compare and contrast students’ predicted response and observed 

response 

2) analyze the reasons for the similarities or differences and from 

which further speculate on the problems in teaching 

3) The demonstration teacher shares the feedback from her post-

teaching interview with three case students. 

4) revise the Research Lesson Plan 3  

5) determine the new teacher learning focus for the next unit 

 

3.11  Data Analysis: Open-coding, Categorization, and NVivo 

In Grounded Theory, coding refers to the conceptualization of data through continuous 

comparisons between a) events and events, b) events and concepts, and c) concepts and 

concepts to form categories and their properties (features of the categories) (Chen, 2015; 

Corbin & Strauss, 2015; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). 

Open coding, the initial stage of coding, requires researchers to suspend their personal 

prejudices and the fixed views of the research community. Researchers must keep an open 

mind, treat all materials as they are presented, and select data openly based on theoretical 

sensitivity. They must then break the data apart and examine, compare, conceptualize, and 

categorize it (Chen, 2015; Glaser & Strauss, 1967). This reflects an operational process of 

breaking up the collected data, creating concepts, and then recombining the data in a new way. 

The code can be an NVivo code used by the researcher or an academic concept that expresses 

the content of the material—that is, it can combine the perspective of cultural theme and 

cultural objective (Chen, 2000). 

Choosing a code means selecting a core category from all categories. Other categories 

then become subsidiary categories. After that, the various theoretical elements (category, 
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property, and hypothesis) are integrated through an integrating scheme or storyline. The 

process of open coding is similar to a funnel. At the beginning, the coding range is relatively 

wide, and the range is then continuously reduced until the code number is saturated. 

In qualitative research data analysis, no matter which analysis mode is adopted, the 

purpose is to organize and classify many messy, scattered, and indirectly related concepts. 

Ultimately, a theory is constructed. The classification method is based on the purpose of 

interview research. Either a horizontal and static analysis of ideas, beliefs, and opinions 

(category analysis) or a vertical and dynamic analysis of the context (context analysis) can be 

employed. 

Categorization or category analysis refers to the process of searching for recurring 

phenomena and essential concepts that can explain these phenomena after a preliminary 

collation of data and the determination of meaning units. In other words, it refers to classifying 

coding units with the same attributes into a single category and using a specific concept to 

name it. Then, a core category is developed through comparison and abstracting. Finally, a 

tree-like structure is formed containing layers from the core category to the subcategory to the 

next level. Contextualization or context analysis is a descriptive analysis of the relevant events 

and characters according to the time sequence and spatial structure of the story presented in the 

text. It is also based on the natural situation in which the research phenomenon is located. 

In my research, I adopted both open-coding and categorization and contextualization 

for data analysis. These methods coexisted and contained each other because each category can 

have its own context and narrative structure; meanwhile, a situation story can also express a 

particular theme and category. In addition to the manual open-coding, Non-numeral 

Unstructured Data by Techniques of Indexing, Searching and Theorizing vivo (NVivo), a type 

of the Computer-Assisted Qualitative Data Analysis Software (CAQDAS) was used to assist 

with my data analysis. NVivo can help researchers effectively code, explain and reflect. It is 

also a platform with which researchers can discover new concepts and explore new codes. The 

data classification tool it provides can put all related data in one place and provide a user-

friendly interface and a relatively straightforward data import program. Its file names can help 

researchers quickly establish a platform to connect qualitative data and quantitative data. 

NVivo has powerful functions of sets, nodes, models, queries, cases, attributes, and memos. 

Moreover, if the researcher wants to conduct an in-depth analysis, NVivo can significantly 
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reduce the workload. NVivo can process the text data of 1000 cases at the same time and is 

available for collaborative analyses carried out by research teams of more than 300 people. 

The data analyzed using NVivo were 27-hour audio and video recordings. This research 

involved audio recordings of 42 interviews and video recordings of 12 meetings. The 

interviews lasted from 10 minutes to one hour, and the meetings lasted from 30 minutes to two 

hours. All the recordings were in Chinese mandarin and were transcribed by myself. All the 

data in the Chinese language I collected were mostly translated by myself and with some 

assistance from the software Google Translate.  

I used NVivo to sort these raw Chinese data. The first-level codes I used were just the 

three research questions. I read each word, sentence, and paragraph of the transcriptions and 

categorized the information into different sub-codes. Nodes under each code were extracted 

from the information later. Quite often, one piece of information belonged to more than one 

codes or notes. The nodes were combined or divided according to the meaning the information 

conveyed. The nodes were just finally categorized as sub-headings of findings to each research 

question. For example, the code of teaching design or conception included 11 nodes first, but 

finally they were combined into six ones. One of the nodes, students’ competence and 

engagement, involves 16 files and 48 references. I did not depend on NVivo entirely; I did the 

classification and summarization work as an instrument most of the time. 

When I scanned the raw data, I searched the words frequently mentioned by participants 

first, and then used them as the keywords or nodes to search the related information from the 

rest data sources. For example, the word “time” is a point that teachers frequently mentioned. 

I accumulated all the information related to the emerging word “time” from different sources, 

categorized it into different types like time allocation in teaching design and teachers’ 

availability, and put them into corresponding research questions. This process was a 

classification and categorization of an umbrella-like structure that generated the figures I 

provided in each research question. 

The participant did not play any role checking of their data in the data categorization 

process. However, in the data collection process, I had resolved the possible misunderstanding 

problems about the collected data by confirming with the participants quickly on the day when 

I interviewed them individually or shortly after I observed their meetings.  
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3.12  Limitations 

The purpose of this research was to use qualitative data to describe, explain, and predict the 

impact of Lesson Study (LS) on teacher professional development within the context of College 

English reforms in China. The information obtained by my observations and interviews was 

relatively rich. Another advantage was that it gave me plenty of room for interpretation, which 

made up for the lack of quantitative research. However, some limitations in this research 

methodology cannot be ignored. 

One set of limitations has to do with the sample selection. When using random sampling 

or probability sampling, the sampled participants might not represent the population of interest. 

The present study’s sample was to one country (i.e., China) and one specific group of teachers 

(College English teachers) from one school of one university (the School of Foreign Languages 

at HUT). Thus, the sample does not represent all teachers in the world or even all teachers in 

China. Moreover, the participants were recruited based on their own interest in LS. Therefore, 

to some extent, these participants had stronger motivation and more engagement in teaching 

activities than the general population of teachers. As a result, LS might have a greater impact 

on their professional development than would be observed in a different group of teachers. As 

such, the present research might involve sample bias or selection bias, which harms the 

generalizability of the findings. 

The time limit imposed on this study was another noteworthy problem. The researcher 

had only about one month to get access to the school and classrooms to observe and interview 

the teachers after being approved by the head of the school. This was because the school head 

considered that their teachers’ normal teaching could not be disturbed for any longer than this. 

In just one month, could the LS practice conducted by the teachers have a significant impact 

on their professional development? Would the impact have been more drastic if more time had 

been given? Longitudinal studies could solve this problem in the future. 

Furthermore, the time and labor costs of this research were relatively high because the 

data were primarily collected through the researcher’s direct observations and interviews. The 

face-to-face interviews and observations took place in the field to stimulate the participants’ 

awareness of participation through emotional communication and interactions. However, some 

conversations were long and tedious. In addition, it was difficult to control the quality of the 
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collected data throughout the time-consuming observation and interview processes. Thus, I 

spent considerable amounts of time and energy extracting data from the discursive accounts. 

The last unavoidable limitation was related to the researcher. In this qualitative research, 

the researcher was the instrument, and the data-collection process was based on the researcher’s 

observations. Thus, the quality of the data was directly related to the researcher’s level of 

professionalism, attitude, and sense of responsibility. As a developing researcher, I was not 

100% confident with my professionalism while collecting and analyzing the data, particularly 

regarding how I handled the interview and observation processes. 

3.13  Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have introduced in detail the research aim and questions, along with every 

other aspect of research design related to Lesson Study (LS). This research explored how LS 

intervened in or mediated teacher professional development in classroom-based teaching 

practices within a collaborative teacher learning community under the context of China’s 

educational reforms to College English. A theoretical framework based on Social 

Constructivism and Grounded Theory was followed when collecting and analyzing the data. 

Three research questions were addressed: a) What are the characteristics of an LS 

approach? b) What do teachers learn and develop within a LS learning community? c) What 

impact does LS have on teacher professional development? To answer these questions, I 

adapted Dudley’s (2014) LS model and research lesson planner to examine the micro-world of 

teacher professional development in teacher learning groups. The participants were 11 teachers 

and two administrative staff of College English teaching at a Chinese university (HUT). I used 

observations, semi-structured interviews, document reviews, and researcher notes as data-

collection tools.  

This research was completed following the main stages of the LS process: 1) an LS 

workshop for participant recruitment; 2) pre-LS interviews with 11 teachers; 3) observations 

of teacher planning meetings; 4) post-planning meeting interviews with the demonstration 

teachers; 5) observations of the research lessons; 6) post-teaching meeting interviews with the 

demonstration teachers; 7) observations of teacher reflecting meetings; 8) post-reflecting 

meeting interviews with the demonstration teachers; 9) LS cycle 2; 10) LS cycle 3; and 11) 

post-LS interviews with the 11 teachers. 
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In this research, I used open-coding, thematic analysis, and a categorization analysis 

via NVivo software to analyze the data. In this chapter, I also pointed out four major limitations 

of this research: a) sample size and selection, b) time limit, c) high time and labor costs, and d) 

the researcher’s limited research ability. In the next chapter, I will describe the research 

findings related to the three research questions.  
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Chapter 4 Findings 

4.1 Introduction 

I conducted this research to find out what impact a Lesson Study (LS) approach had on teacher 

professional development by analyzing the processes and outcomes of teachers’ learning 

through an LS activity in the subject of College English in China. In particular, I intended to 

discover: 1) what characteristics comprised an LS approach, 2) what these teachers learned and 

developed within their LS learning community, and 3) what impact an LS approach had on 

teacher professional development. 

I adopted an open-coding approach (see Section 3.11) based on Grounded Theory to 

collect data, focusing on teachers’ conversations in their LS meetings, and individual 

interviews with 11 teachers before and after LS. The data I collected included the interviews 

with two administrators (the head of School of Foreign Languages and the head of Teacher 

Development Center in Hubei University of Technology) after LS as well. This data collection 

particularly focused on intensive interviews with two focal demonstration teachers (the 

teachers who demonstrated their teaching activities to the students in class time) about the links 

between planning, teaching and reflection during each cycle of their LS activities. By observing 

these teachers’ discussion meetings and interviewing each teacher to focus on the teachers’ 

discursive language with which they verbalized and communicated their thoughts for 

collectively developing and refining a research lesson (the lesson that the demonstration 

teacher taught in class and the teachers in LS groups collaboratively plan and reflect on), I 

obtained data that enabled me to address the three research questions. 

This chapter will provide descriptions of the LS approach through the voices of the 11 

teacher participants. I will first introduce the characteristics of the LS approach through the 

five main differences between Collective Lesson Preparation (CLP) and LS that they began to 

report to me shortly after the LS practice commenced. Second, I will describe and illustrate 

teachers’ changes in teaching knowledge and teaching practice to show what the teachers 

learned and developed in their LS learning community. In particular, six specific aspects of 

their improvement in teaching design or conception will be illustrated in detail. Lastly, the 

impact of an LS approach on teacher professional development will be reported. Overall, most 
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participants stated that their experiences with LS were positive, although there were also 

participants who identified negative aspects (see Section 4.4.2). 

4.2 Characteristics of Lesson Study Compared with 

Characteristics of Collective Lesson Preparation  

According to the survey conducted during my interview before LS, all 11 teachers participating 

in the research were female and had a Master’s degree or doctoral degree, with two of them 

obtaining Master’s and doctoral degrees abroad. They had worked as English teachers for about 

10 years on average, with the shortest at five years and the longest at 30 years. Of these 11 

people, 10 people had gone abroad either for study or for teacher training in order to pursue 

knowledge of foreign teaching methods. Only one teacher had no experience of overseas 

training due to health constraints, but she had 21 years of experience in teaching and 

participated in domestic teacher training projects annually. 

None of the 11 participating teachers had ever encountered the term “LS” before I 

conducted this research with them. Instead, they had previously been using a similar group 

learning model called “Collective Lesson Preparation (CLP)” albeit  irregularly for many years. 

CLP is similar to LS in that both approaches have teachers meet to exchange ideas and engage 

in discussion in order to prepare for the lesson. However, these teachers referred to their routine 

collective learning mode as CLP, which was different from the term LS, and their specific 

implementation methods were also different.  

Upon being introduced to the researcher of this study and organizer (myself) of the LS 

workshop, and to the LS practices endorsed therein, the data collected subsequently showed 

that an LS approach gave the participating teachers a very strong sense of achievement. They 

had a deeper understanding of the nature of LS when practising it in their teaching and learning 

in the subsequent stages. In particular, the researcher systematically tracked all aspects of their 

teaching and learning, and conducted comprehensive supervision and support during their 

implementation period. As soon as the LS activities started, they coincidentally and 

spontaneously reported to me and to peers how different the LS approach was from their 

previous CLP model. They said they became increasingly aware of the characteristics of LS 

after comparing the previous CLP model and the current LS model, and had become 

particularly aware of the deficiencies of the CLP model. According to the participants’ 

accounts through individual interviews and teachers’ conversations that I observed in their 
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planning and reflecting meetings, the specific characteristics of an LS approach that the 

teachers discovered by comparing LS with a CLP approach throughout LS practice were 

noteworthy as listed in Figure 4.1  

 

Figure 4.1  

 

Characteristics of Collective Lesson Preparation vs. Characteristics of Lesson Study 

 

This chart is used to illustrate the five pairs of differences that were observed between 

these teachers’ previous CLP practices and their LS practices: a) Their CLP produced a rough 

form or framework of the teaching plan while LS generated feasible teaching plans. b) Their 

CLP practice proceeded in an ambiguous and random way while LS had more specific and in-

depth practice of all the teaching steps. c) Their CLP was held irregularly and lacked long-term 

and systematic planning of lessons while LS was a continuing practice with a long-term goal 

on a regular basis. d) Their CLP focused on the outcome of coursework like teaching materials 

and documents needed for the lesson while LS valued the process of group planning, 

observation and reflection. e) In their CLP practice, teachers prepared lessons from the 
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perspective of teachers themselves while their LS practice put the students’ needs, engagement 

and responses as the focus. 

 Formality of CLP vs Feasibility of LS 

The first difference between the teachers’ CLP and LS lay in whether these approaches were 

feasible or easily to be implemented. The previous CLP model was formalized, in that teachers 

worked together to design a framework for the implementation of a semester course, and 

modeled the teaching tasks of each unit. However, the specific process and details of 

implementation were handled by each teacher. LS had supervision and more comprehensive 

intervention than CLP, and considered all parts and steps of teaching more thoroughly. This 

view was fully and exactly expressed through interviews with all the participating teachers, 

and one of them, Qian, who was also a demonstration teacher, provided a detailed description 

of such a view. She emphasized the feasibility and comprehensiveness of LS with the help of 

an organizer who tracked every link throughout the LS process and collected feedback and 

opinions in a timely manner.  

Compared with the previous CLP, I think the biggest difference of LS is that LS has a 

responsible organizer who also acts as a researcher and observer. In the past, the 

department head or the head of the research group mainly organized CLP, but they did 

not systematically track all aspects of teaching, such as course design, classroom 

teaching, and homework. At most, they were responsible for organizing only one 

meeting for designing a rough implementation framework of the whole one-semester 

course, and ended up CLP with producing a rough teaching model of each unit, but the 

more important specific implementation process was arranged by each teacher 

independently. Some teachers were very responsible for thinking and implementing the 

specific details of teaching process, while some other teachers might be very 

perfunctory, but this kind of rough meeting was regarded so-called CLP. 

Comparatively, LS has more in-depth practice of all the teaching links, and the effect 

is better than the traditional CLP. (Qian) 

   One of the observation teachers, Du, pointed out the same superficial nature of CLP. In 

her words,  

The previous CLP was superficial and only remained in the form. Everyone did not 

intensively discuss the specific implementation of each teaching step. It did not include 



98 

 

the behavior of students in the classroom into the scope of discussion either, which 

caused a lack of teaching reflection, and hence reduced the effectiveness of teaching. 

(Du) 

   Another observation teacher, Lei, described the differences between LS and CLP from 

her perspective, especially through what she saw, what she heard and what she did in LS. She 

summarized the characteristics of these two different teacher learning modes as “paper talks” 

and “realistic and practical” respectively, which is shown as follows. 

This LS approach has not only studied the teaching process, but also observed and 

discussed the learning process of students. Observing and evaluating lessons has made 

teaching and research activities more real, rather than confined to the previous “paper 

talks” of CLP. It is more practical and can promote the improvement of teachers’ 

classroom teaching. (Lei) 

 Ambiguity and Randomness of CLP vs Specificity and Depth of LS 

The second difference between the teachers’ CLP and LS concerned specificity. The 

interviewees all reflected that CLP mainly focused on the preparation of teaching materials, 

such as teaching plans, PowerPoints, quizzes, and so on. without real classroom observation 

and explanation, and with very little communication and discussion on the specific operation 

of the lesson. Conversely, all of the interviewees agreed that LS demonstrated specificity and 

depth in every link of LS cycles. 

Li, the oldest and most authoritative teacher who had 30 years of teaching experience 

and ten years of administrative experience, pointed out the difference between the two sharply 

and briefly. In her words, 

The discussion of the problems in LS is more specific, and everyone has made a more 

in-depth exploration of each new lesson. (Li) 

Wu, the youngest teacher who had been teaching for 5 years, shared her feelings after 

first experiencing the new LS mode as follows. She emphasized that focus on detail was a 

highlight of LS, and that it was the biggest difference in her eyes between LS and CLP.  

First, LS pays more attention to details, down to the design of each teaching step in 

each lesson, while the previous CLP only gathered teachers to determine the teaching 



99 

 

syllabus and schedule, ending up with everyone playing freely on what to do in each 

lesson. (Wu) 

Liu, the current department head who at this point had been teaching for 15 years, not 

only lauded the depth and specificity of LS, but also pointed out a series of follow-up steps and 

results brought about by its specificity. 

The content of LS is so meticulous to each teaching step that teachers can better control 

the classroom, in which everyone expresses constructive opinions, and if you are 

confused with something, you can communicate with your peers to sort it out on the 

spot. (Liu) 

Lei, who focused on the depth of each learning mode, commented as follows: 

CLP was previously organized in the unit of the department, in which teachers 

collectively discussed the teaching goals, teaching difficult points, teaching methods 

and specific teaching content of a certain unit according to the department’s 

arrangement of teaching goals and teaching schedules. CLP was generally arranged at 

the beginning of the semester, focusing on the content of teaching materials and specific 

teaching design arrangements. There was no in-depth discussion on the selection of 

teaching strategies, the breakthrough of important and difficult points, and the analysis 

of students’ academic conditions. (Lei) 

Tang, one of the teachers whose teaching experience was over 20 years, made an 

incisive comment expanding on Lei’s original point regarding the level of ‘depth’ that is  

permitted by an LS approach as opposed to a CLP approach:  

LS is to make in-depth analysis and discussion of a lesson through real classroom 

observations, to formulate the teaching process, matters needing attention and other 

aspects of the next lesson, which contributes to the further improvement of the lesson 

design. (Tang) 

In other words, the teachers’ CLP did not produce clear lesson plans, or detailed 

teaching steps like LS did. The ambiguity and randomness of CLP meant teachers had no clear 

channel into which to direct their teaching goals, and it was not easy to break through their own 

limitations in teaching design. Consequently, the teachers fell into a situation where they were 

isolated from each other, in a comparatively chaotic professional environment. A CLP 

approach led the more disengaged teachers to give such an approach nothing more than a 
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perfunctory look-over, whereas the willing teachers did not have sufficient opportunities to 

learn and communicate together. CLP concentrated more on the preparation of materials whilst 

neglecting to prepare teachers for arguably the most important part of teaching-classroom 

teaching practice. This is undoubtedly a vicious circle of teacher development. In contrast, the 

specificity and in-depth nature of LS in the teaching process introduced teachers to a new, more 

positive means of furthering their own professional development. 

 Irregularity of CLP vs Continuity of LS  

Whether the respective professional learning modes are continued or discontinued, 

implemented regularly or irregularly in the teachers’ teaching routines is a point of note, and 

this constitutes the third difference between CLP and LS. An overview about the teachers’ CLP 

gradually emerged after all the teachers provided details of their individual experiences in the 

research interviews. In the past, CLP was more for the inspection and evaluation of higher-

level teaching units. Usually, there was little detailed discussion regarding the explanation of a 

certain unit or a certain lesson. Moreover, the teachers reported that such discussion only ever 

focused on one or two lessons, and the discussions themselves were very irregular. The teachers 

did not insist on discussing lessons all the time. For example, for a basic language class, the 

teachers only selected a certain intensive reading lesson from a unit and made a unified teaching 

design for this selected lesson. They specifically discussed the language points and text 

structure of this lesson, but the design and explanation of vocabulary, translation and writing 

exercises after class were ignored completely.  

As the former department head of College English, Li had organized CLP many times 

during her seven-year tenure. She commented: 

Different from CLP, LS is more systematic and coherent. It has detailed and specific 

arrangements for the entire course. The discussion of each unit of the course continues 

from the first lesson to the last lesson. The distribution of the important and difficult 

points of each lesson and the connection and transition between lessons are discussed 

and then agreed upon. (Li) 

She and the other teachers acknowledged that the benefits of this continuity of LS were 

obvious. After they observed Qian’s teaching three times in succession, they held a group 

discussion in which some key observations of Qian’s teaching came to light. They noticed a 
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remarkable reduction in teacher talk time and an increase in student talk time in her classroom 

teaching. 

On the other hand, the irregularity and randomness of CLP has led to failure among 

teachers to consciously develop plans to focus on long-term collective learning. Moreover, 

CLP has impeded teachers from systematically planning lessons on a long-term basis. 

 Paperwork Outcome-oriented CLP vs Planning, Observation and 

Reflection Process-oriented LS 

The fourth difference between the teachers’ experiences of CLP and LS lies in whether or not 

these representative approaches promoted the process of group learning, namely the process of 

planning, observation and reflection. 

As was mentioned when teachers talked about the ambiguity and randomness of CLP, 

this previous mode focused on the result or outcome; and specifically speaking, teachers were 

required to prepare the coursework like teaching materials and documents needed for the 

lesson, while LS paid more attention to the entire lesson preparation and implementation 

process. 

Tang criticized the fact that CLP was not conducive to facilitating teachers’ group 

observation of real classroom teaching, and lacked the essential discussion and reflection 

process of specific ways and procedures to implement teaching lessons. At the same time, she 

observed that LS focused on the process of teaching, in which teachers spent a lot of time on 

intensive discussion and optimization of each step of teaching. She commented, 

It is this process that promotes the progress and improvement of teachers in the next 

lesson preparation. This effect caused by the process-oriented LS is much more 

practical than simply producing teaching plans and other materials in CLP. LS is based 

on the process of teacher group learning; it is substantial, not hollow. (Tang)  

The entire LS process involved the initial lesson preparation arrangements, the 

teachers’ collective observation, the teachers’ exchanges and discussions after the observation, 

and then the teachers’ self-reflection, which constituted a more productive circle of teacher 

learning. In this more productive circle of the process-oriented LS, relay-style idea construction 

(one teacher’s idea sparks another new idea in the others for a final constructive idea) and on-

the-spot problem solving frequently occurred.  The increasingly harmonious team relationship 
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was gradually witnessed and felt. This relay-style idea construction and on-the-spot problem 

solving is very similar to the idea collaboration (see Section 2.5.2) that Chong and Kong (2012) 

explored. Liu, underscored these points with her comments below: 

The difference in LS lies in the observation of a certain teacher’s lesson, and it is the 

same lesson as we teach. We can compare the observation classroom with our own 

classroom intuitively, in order to discover our own shortcomings and things that need 

improving. This process of observing and communicating repeatedly is an essential and 

significant self-improvement process for us. In the process of collective learning, there 

is enlightenment, controversy, collision of ideas, relay-style idea construction, and on-

site questions and answers. Everyone is so pleasantly surprised by the sparks of the 

thought produced by the exchange, and enjoyed the understanding of knowledge 

brought about by the exchange, and the increasing intimacy of interpersonal 

relationships. (Liu) 

   Wu further pointed out the high efficiency of on-the-spot problem solving during the 

process of discussion:  

LS has a review of previous lesson preparations, and pays more attention to student 

reactions. Through teaching observation, we can analyze whether each teaching step 

has achieved the expected effect, how students react, and strengthen teaching reflection, 

which can also help to work out coping strategies after discussion faster and more 

effectively. (Wu) 

   Fang mentioned how this induced a useful process of individual self-reflection, and 

specifically, how the act of observing her colleagues’ classroom teaching triggered an analysis 

of her own classroom teaching. After comparing their previous CLP activities purely in order 

to deduce strategies to help students to cope with examinations, she affirmed the practicality 

of these small seminars. Specifically, she highlighted the key LS attributes of observation and 

discussion as being fundamental ways to help improve the quality of classroom teaching: 

You can communicate your feelings immediately after observing the lessons, which is 

more intuitive and meaningful. While observing, I was also replaying my classroom 

teaching process: what are the same problems, which are different, how to solve them 

in the future, etc. Compared with the routine exam preparation seminars of the entire 

teaching and research section, this small team seminar is more efficient and practical. 

(Fang) 
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In addition to relay-style idea construction, on-the-spot problem solving, replaying 

one’s own classroom teaching after observation, and the increased sense of harmony in the 

teacher’s group, the process of LS also furthered teachers’ awareness of research. Xiang 

specifically mentioned how the collaborative learning in their LS community engaged teachers 

to research. Crucially, as she pointed, the practice of conducting this kind of research is also 

key to teachers’ professional development.  

On the other hand, because the research process of LS is meticulous, the research 

content is rich, and the communication between the team members is sufficient, if you 

persist in doing it well, it will be rewarding for teachers’ scientific research too as well 

as teaching. In fact, this point is also very consistent with the characteristics of 

university humanities teaching. In addition to teaching language knowledge, College 

English teaching also teaches students to learn and think independently. Similarly, as a 

university teacher, in addition to classroom teaching itself, it is also necessary to find 

teaching problems through LS, and then conduct action research through their own 

teaching practice. (Xiang) 

In other words, LS not only helped teachers prepare the teaching content to be presented 

in class, but also induced reflective thinking about their entire teaching design. Through 

continuous reflection, their teaching was further polished and perfected, and the significance 

of College English learning was reflected finally. 

Overall, LS created serious yet relaxing opportunities of teaching and discussion for 

teachers. The practice of LS prompted teachers to demonstrate desirable professional 

characteristics such as self-discipline and proactivity, and also served to induce self-reflection 

in an informal yet more structured way.  As Fang mentioned,  

The Chinese people are implicit and introverted, and it is not our habit to actively 

evaluate others. However, in this teaching seminar, we have clear problems to work 

out, so it is impossible not to speak up, not to mention everyone has their own doubts. 

There is no hierarchy or priority in such a seminar. Everyone is a learning participant 

and teaching performer (in his or her own class). Everyone tries his or her best to ask 

and answer questions. (Fang)  

In this way, the teachers were able to note the ways in which their individual colleagues 

had improved, both personally and professionally. They then applied these observations to 
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enhance their own teaching practice, which in turn accelerated the overall professional 

improvement of the whole team.  

 Teacher-dominating CLP vs Student-focused LS 

The fifth difference between CLP and LS lay in who was the focus of discussion in the teacher 

meetings. In the LS workshop that the organizer and researcher held before the research, the 

participating teachers first got to know the focus of LS was on students. Conversely, their 

previous CLP concentrated on teaching plans unilaterally from the perspective of the teachers.  

This astute observation was further substantiated when they saw the Research Lesson 

Planning, Observation and Discussion Table of LS (see Table 3.1 in Section 3.4). This table 

was revised by the researcher based on the RL planner made by Dudley (2014). Dudley’s (2014) 

design places students’ learning at the center of teaching observation, rather than remarking 

demonstration teachers’ teaching. All the participating teachers used this table as a reference 

for guidance. They proceeded to identify one student-focused issue as their own research 

problem, then planned a lesson, observed the students’ responses, reflected and revised their 

teaching based on these responses cyclically. The detailed problems that the teachers identified 

were always related to the teaching knowledge and teaching repertoire, which were finally 

discussed or resolved through the LS meetings and became part of their professional 

improvement (see Section 4.3). Zhang mentioned this experience in her interview:      

LS takes the problems that arise in students’ learning as the research object, planning 

and adjusting teachers’ teaching steps, and then promoting students’ learning and 

development activities. (Zhang) 

     Wu, emphasized the focus of LS in the observation link, and shared the benefits of 

doing so that she observed: 

LS pays more attention to students’ reactions. Through the teaching observation, the 

teachers analyze whether each teaching step has achieved the expected effect and how 

the students respond, further strengthen teaching reflection, and discuss coping 

strategies immediately. (Wu) 

  Compared with LS, CLP excluded the students from consideration in the teachers’ 

meetings. In these meetings, teachers designed their lessons from a teacher perspective only, 
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and dominated every link of teaching in class, which could be shown in Du’s feedback during 

the interview: 

CLP did not include the behavior of students in the classroom into the scope of 

discussion, so there is a lack of teaching reflection, which reduces the effectiveness of 

teaching. (Du) 

In particular, it is worth mentioning that two demonstration teachers, Xiang and Qian, 

interviewed three case students in their own class after each of three lessons, and shared the 

students’ feedback in the teachers’ meetings. At the same time, all the other observation 

teachers in the same LS group took notes of the students’ responses when they observed the 

demonstrating teacher teach each lesson, and then shared their observation results in teachers’ 

meetings, too. All the participating teachers worked together to solve student-centered 

problems during these discussions. Such a practice is more conducive to optimizing each step 

of teaching, and ultimately placing students at the forefront of the lesson planning process 

promotes the overall of students’ learning abilities. 

All in all, after being exposed to the core content of LS and practicing every aspect of 

it, the teachers spontaneously compared it with their previous CLP and realized that the LS 

approach was superior to CLP. They admitted that there were many problems with the CLP 

approach which had been practicing for many years. They were not satisfied with CLP, but 

they were all happy to unanimously approve the effectiveness of LS. 

4.3 What Teachers Learn and Develop within a Lesson Study 

Learning Community 

For this specific question, I was trying to get a better idea as to teacher learning and 

development through LS activities in the learning community. The 11 participating teachers 

were observed in all six LS meetings and interviewed individually before and after LS, and in 

particular, two demonstration teachers had three more feedback interviews after each LS cycle. 

According to the data collected from my observations of teachers’ LS activities and the data 

collected from the semi-structured interviews with them, all these 11 participating teachers, in 

the one-month three-round plan-observation or teaching-reflection, gained knowledge and 

developed profession in two main aspects. Firstly, theory or teaching knowledge. Secondly, 

classroom teaching repertoire. 
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As drivers of the teachers’ lesson planning and discussion of LS practice, the problems 

identified by the participants for consideration played a very important role in the process of 

analyzing the data related to this second research question. The problems the teachers identified 

and planned to address in each planning meeting were all related to the teaching knowledge 

and teaching repertoire during this LS practice. Specifically speaking, Group A (five teachers 

who taught General College English) focused on a) how to introduce the English learning 

methods in an interesting way, b) how to engage students in self-introduction, c) how to choose 

the language and culture foci from the text of reading comprehension, d) how to set 

requirements and rubrics for the students’ presentations, and e) how to engage students in the 

classroom activities and enhance their interactions between each other. Group B (six teachers 

who taught Comparisons between Chinese and American Cultures) wanted to figure out a) how 

to set rubrics for students’ PPT presentations, b) how to give teachers’ comments on students’ 

presentations, c) how to design the flipped classroom, d) how to guide students’ peer comments 

and e) how to design critical questions. 

These problems played important roles in analyzing the data and generated an important 

code: teaching design or conception. The detailed problems they provided generated the sub-

codes or several small nodes as the subheadings in Section 4.3. These problems were very 

relevant to understanding the professional development needs of college EFL teachers in China 

in relation to the reforms that frame the context. 

All the 11 teachers in Group A and Group B reported that they had learned different 

things in relation to teaching theory and practice by taking part in LS. To make explicit these 

changes, I will describe every change and new development that took place in their planning 

meetings, reflecting meetings, and during interviews with them. I will draw on their personal 

accounts to discuss the mediational factors and processes that gave rise to their development 

during LS practice.  

 Enriched Teaching Knowledge 

The collective learning experience of the teachers started from their first understanding of the 

practice of LS which was introduced by the researcher in the LS workshop. As was 

acknowledged by all the participating teachers, this initiation was the starting point for their 

extended professional development. LS set a focus for teachers, giving them a direction, so that 

their collaborative lesson design started to be supported by a teaching theory. Their lesson 



107 

 

preparation was no longer subjective ideas or conceptions, which means teachers’ own teaching 

knowledge had been enriched and promoted from their LS practice. 

Xiang, as the demonstrator teacher and the director of the teaching and research section, 

had the profound experience of enriching her teaching theory through LS. She mentioned that 

due to being confined to her own teaching experience and interpretation of the lesson in the 

past, she had failed to design a lesson based on the teaching theories and principles such as 

student-centeredness, proper teacher talk time, output-oriented communication and so on in a 

more specific way. Xiang illustrated this point with her remarks below. 

Although we have our own teaching design in teaching, we lack a theoretical basis for 

teaching goals, teaching design, and teaching methods. The implementation of LS 

encouraged me to think about the theoretical basis of each design, that is, why I 

designed it like this, what is the purpose of my design, and what kind of teaching effect 

I hope to achieve. (Xiang) 

Her ideas represented the opinions of all participating teachers. They reported that 

before they were exposed to LS, their lesson preparation was uninformed and random even 

though they used the same textbook, and they did not carefully consider the theoretical support 

behind each step of the design. 

Since their first being exposed to LS in the workshop, they had implemented some key 

changes, which were observable at their first lesson planning meeting in the initial LS cycle. 

Xiang: I personally felt that PowerPoints are just supplementary. The key point is how 

we organize the classroom, and in particular, we want to let students participate in 

activities as much as possible. In fact, we only need to mention a few slides of 

PowerPoints which will not take much time.  

Fang: Yes, I agree. It sounds reasonable. I think the point is that students have more 

opportunities for output. I used to be anxious to finish everything I planned to teach, 

and left very few opportunities for students to practice. 

Wu: Yes, I recall from the LS workshop that the emphasis of the LS is on the students. 

We can’t ignore the students’ learning effect but only pay attention to whether our tasks 

are completed or not. 
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Zhang: Yes, it seems that we must boldly abandon the content explained by us teacher 

and give the students enough time to practice.  

In this first lesson planning meeting, all the five teachers in Group A realized that the 

focus of LS was on students, and accordingly adjusted their teaching content and time allotment 

immediately. Since then, the “student-centered” principle directed their teaching design from 

the beginning to the end. 

It appeared that this positive ‘student-centered’ change occurred for both subjective and 

objective reasons. Subjectively, they did not want to spend too much time studying theories 

and thinking about applying these theories into teaching, and predicting what effect or possible 

impact these theories had on students. Objectively speaking, the workload of all these particular 

teachers was considered by themselves (and the researcher) to be excessive.  Due to the fact 

that College English was a public compulsory course in this university where this research was 

conducted, these participating teachers had to teach nearly 30 class hours a week compared 

with the other teachers in other majors who teach the standard 16 class hours a week. In addition 

to the teaching work, these teachers had to attend the teacher professional development 

meetings, meetings that discussed the students’ exam results, and administrative meetings and 

activities. Moreover, they were all female; the demand of housework and administering to their 

children’s education imposed further constraints on their time and energy (this, in addition to 

the professional requirements of their teaching jobs) had the potential to lead to both physical 

and mental exhaustion. Zhang, a mother of two young children, confided:  

I have a workload of four to six classes every day from Monday to Friday, and I have 

to participate in various meetings after class at school. When I get home, I have 

housework and children. I don’t even have enough time to sleep every day, let alone 

study.  

They recognized the inherent value in the study that it could ultimately make their 

professional lives easier. Although there were a lot of opportunities to go out for further training 

every year in the past 15 years to improve their theoretical and practical knowledge, these 

trainings were all short-term (about three to six days ) large-scale conferences, unlike the small-

scale and face-to-face intensive exchanges like LS that had practical significance and practical 

effects. 

The exchanges between the members of the LS group stimulated these teachers to think 

deeply about the more subtle aspects of teaching and to share the problems that they usually 
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found difficult to solve. It was interesting to find in the teachers’ meetings that no matter how 

small these problems were, they had the potential to may resonate with everyone. During LS 

activities, teachers expressed their opinions, found countermeasures and reached a consensus, 

thereby enriching their own teaching knowledge. 

Apart from the teaching knowledge, teachers across both groups also shared some 

common concepts related to the classroom teaching of a lesson. For instance, effective “teacher 

language or teacher classroom discourse” was regarded as an essential aspect to keep teaching 

clear and smooth. In the planning meeting of the second LS cycle, Wang, a teacher in Group 

A raised her own question: what kind of teacher language or classroom discourse should be 

used to issue various instructions? All the other four teachers in the group said that they had 

encountered the same difficulties, and accordingly they then discussed how to use more 

standardized teacher / classroom discourse. The whole group jointly analyzed the purpose or 

the function that teacher language should have and then they agreed to offer effective 

“modelling” to students, and therein precipitate a smooth and logical transitional function from 

one teaching step to the next. In this way, the teachers were able to generate a cohesive and 

coherent flow of learning for students. Having come to an agreement as to the purpose of clear 

instructions and effective modelling, the teachers commenced to search the online resources 

about teacher language, integrated various versions of classroom discourse, and finally 

generated teacher language suitable for university English classrooms. 

Surprisingly, this discussion on teacher language also sparked another about how to 

strike a balance between “blackboard design” and “PowerPoint (PPT) design”, both of which 

are thought to facilitate and aid teaching and learning in the form of elaborately-planned visuals 

or learning cues. This topic is also an issue of these teachers with regards to teaching 

conceptions, which will be explored in great detail in the next section (Section 4.3.2).   

 Improved Teaching Repertoire 

This section will report all aspects of the development of teachers’ teaching repertoire, as was 

not only observed through teachers’ meetings and demonstration teachers’ teaching of research 

lessons, but also stated by the teachers themselves in the interviews. When all the 11 

participating teachers were asked what they thought they had learned or how their profession 

had developed throughout the LS process, they all unanimously pointed to their teaching 

practice repertoire. According to their reflections in the post-LS interviews, their improvement 
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in their teaching practice ability was reflected in seven specific aspects shown in the following 

pie chart (Figure 4.2), which could be categorized into two main areas: Area A about 

prioritization of teaching focus based on teaching objectives, and Area B about teaching design 

and conception.    

Figure 4.2  

 

Teachers’ Improved Teaching Repertoire 

 

As for Area B, the teachers’ improved competence in teaching design or conception 

was embedded in six specific respects: a) students’ competence and engagement, b) orderliness 

and logic of teaching steps, c) classroom activity and exercise design, d) question design, e) 

use of textbook, PowerPoint and blackboard, and f) time allocation. I will illustrate these six 

specific respects in detail in Section 4.3.2.2.  

These seven aspects in the pie chart were just the nodes I identified from the vast data 

through categorization, one of the data analysis methods of Grounded Theory.  The proportion 

in the pie chart was made according to how frequently each aspect appeared from the data. In 

NVivo, the frequency of each aspect was evident. For example, the aspect of “student 

competence and engagements” had 48 references (pieces of information from the data), 
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“classroom activities” had 21 references, “use of text book, PPT and blackboard” had 10 

references. 

4.3.2.1 Prioritization of Teaching Focus Based on Teaching Objectives  

Before planning the whole unit and planning how to teach each lesson of this unit, the most 

urgent problem that needed solving was that the teachers had to decide what exactly should be 

covered in the unit. When facing this fundamental question, several participating teachers 

realized that it might refer to the teaching goals established within the teaching syllabus of 

whole course of General College English or Comparisons of Chinese and American Cultures, 

namely, what language and cultural skills should students master after finishing the whole 

course? With this syllabus and teaching objectives of the course, teachers were able to 

determine the teaching objectives of each unit and each lesson, and then the teaching focus of 

each lesson. 

However, the commonplace neglect of the syllabus of the course that teachers taught 

was identified frequently through their discussions in the meetings not only by the meeting 

organizer and the researcher but also by the participating teachers themselves. Again, 

fortunately, it was the participating teachers themselves who put themselves back on the right 

track by reminding the other members of the LS group to rethink the nature and objectives of 

the course through the lens of LS at many moments when they discussed the teaching focus of 

the content of each lesson. In Figure 4.3 and Figure 4.4, I provide illustrations of how the 

thought processes of the two groups changed and evolved with regards to teaching focus, after 

becoming aware of the objectives of the course and each research lesson through three LS 

cycles. 

Group A  

All the five teachers in Group A taught the same course “General College English”. They had 

a short, informal planning meeting and then finished material preparation paperwork on their 

own before their LS practice started. The leader of the subject group distributed work to the 

members by segmenting the entirety of the unit content and then assigning each part to a  

different person. This person took on board the responsibility of searching for additional 

resources to supplement the textbook, and designing a quiz for each lesson of the unit. In this 

short planning meeting, they just came up with some general ideas for the lesson. Xiang, the 
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demonstration teacher, volunteered to develop an initial plan as well as the teaching pace 

schedule based on this preliminary discussion. 

At the time of this study, the teachers utilized two textbooks to teach the course: New 

Era Theme College English Audiovisual Course 1 for listening and speaking teaching and New 

Generation College English Comprehensive Course Book 1-Advanced Level for teaching 

reading, writing and translation. The course syllabus outlined two main teaching objectives 

(Huang, 2019): “1) to cultivate students’ comprehensive application skills, especially listening, 

speaking, reading, writing and translation skills, so that students could communicate and 

communicate effectively in English in their future studies, work and social interactions; 2) to 

enhance students’ independent learning ability and improve their comprehensive cultural 

literacy to meet the needs of China’s social development and international exchanges.”  

Although the teaching objectives stipulated in the syllabus of this course could be 

regarded as pointing out a broad direction for teaching, when it came to the arrangement of the 

teaching content of the specific research unit and its three subordinate lessons, the teachers 

were confused as to and even ignorant of what content should be focused on among listening, 

speaking, reading and writing activities. After the demonstrating teacher, Xiang, introduced 

her own personally drafted teaching plan, the group members diverged on the teaching focus 

of each lesson as Figure 4.3 shows. 

 

Figure 4.3  

 

Teaching Focus Changes of Teachers in Group A 
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The three research lessons (the three lessons that the demonstration teacher taught for 

this LS research) were successive sub-parts of a unit within the topic of “College Life: 

Challenges and opportunities”, and this unit is the first unit that freshmen would learn. For the 

first research lesson, everyone agreed to focus on listening and speaking training. In view of 

the fact that teachers and classmates were unfamiliar, the first lesson included a free oral self-

introduction of both teachers and students. However, two teachers (Xiang and Wang) out of 

five in Group A thought that students practicing self-introduction should take priority during 

this first lesson, with the duration of the class period spent acquainting students with this 

practice. Conversely, two other teachers (Zhang and Fang) thought that the majority of the 

class period should be spent on the teacher providing an overview of the course structure and 

the assessment forms, in addition to informing students how much time would be spent on each 

unit. One teacher (Wu) thought that the introduction of the learning method, especially the 

previewing method, was more important. Finally, two teachers thought that it was unnecessary 

to mention the assessment of the unit in the first lesson-an output type task: unit project 

presentation. 

Consequently, the question arose as to what should be used to determine what content 

should be allocated more time, and what content could be watered down or discarded. At this 

time, any and all conflicts were resolved with reference to the course syllabus. Wang and Wu 

suggested examining more closely details in the course syllabus to assess what should take 

priority and this reminded the other group members to rethink the nature of the course and 

“College English Curriculum Requirements” (a legal document issued by the Ministry of 
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Education, China). They were delighted to find that “College English Curriculum 

Requirements” had very specific descriptions outlining required ‘ability’ benchmarks 

regarding students’ listening, speaking, reading, writing and translation skills. In view of the 

generally higher English proficiency of ET (English Talent) class students, the syllabus 

required them to meet more advanced learning goals, as follows:  

Take the requirements regarding vocabulary, speaking and reading for ET class 

students: a) recommended vocabulary: to memorize 6395 words and 1200 phrases (including 

the vocabulary that should be mastered in middle school), of which about 2200 words are active 

vocabulary. b) oral expression ability: to be able to have a relatively fluent conversation on 

general topics in English, express personal opinions, emotions and essentially state facts, 

reasons and describe events; their pronunciation and intonation are essentially correct. c) 

reading comprehension ability: to be able to read articles on general topics in popular 

newspapers and magazines in English-speaking countries at a reading speed of 70 to 90 words 

per minute. When quickly reading long, moderately difficult materials, student’s reading speed 

should reach 120 words per minute. The students should be able to read and comprehend key 

information from a wide variety of text types in relation to their chosen major, and they should 

be able to correctly understand the main idea and grasp the main facts and relevant details 

(CMoE, 2007). 

Via consultation with the course syllabus of General College English and the College 

English Course Curriculum Requirements, a teaching objective for this specific unit was 

produced by the joint effort of the teachers in the group. The main objective was to help 

students to obtain an in-depth understanding of the topic and generate their own thoughts about 

the role of college in their lives. After further discussion, the teachers determined the more 

specific teaching objectives for this unit: upon completion of this unit, students will be able to: 

a)  talk about challenges and opportunities in college life using new vocabulary; b) identify and 

write the topic sentence of a paragraph; c) understand better the challenges and opportunities 

at college; d) explain the importance of attending college; e) make a speech about what they 

expect to get from the college experience; and f) use appropriate language to express 

expectations. 

Based on these specific unit teaching objectives, teachers in Group A refined their focus 

for each lesson. The first research lesson was listening and speaking centred, with a focus on 

introducing English language learning strategies at the university level in order to get students 
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to aim high.  Students would watch a TED talk video about how to learn a language and then 

engage in discussion on this topic later.  

The focus of the second research lesson was article reading according to the content 

sequence of the textbook. Some teachers thought that the article should be processed as 

intensive reading, with the teachers focusing on explaining vocabulary, grammar and article 

structure. Some teachers thought that the article was excessive in content, and that they should 

hone in on chosen language points and cultural knowledge that could be expanded. Some 

teachers preferred to spend more time on reading method training. Some teachers planned to 

have students scan the article, and instead focus on translation and writing. After referring to 

the unit teaching objectives, the teachers put text structure or discourse analysis, and some 

culture knowledge about English-speaking countries as the focus, skipping over some 

unimportant details that the teachers thought like specific simple language points in the text. 

The third research lesson focused on an output presentation task in accordance with 

what was written in the textbook. The teachers originally disagreed as to what level of writing 

ability and speaking ability were students required to achieve? However, the nature of the 

presentation task, the presentation task requirements, and the assessment criteria depended on 

the teachers reaching an agreement. They realized the importance of helping students to aim 

high in their learning and life, in light of the fact that these students of English were performing 

at a high level.  They decided to set an accordingly high level of difficulty with regards to the 

assessment criteria and presentation task requirements/rubrics.  

 

Group B 

Like Group A, all six teachers in Group B taught the same course “Comparisons between 

Chinese and American Cultures”, one of the follow-up courses in College English in HUT. As 

I previously mentioned in Section 3.9.3.2, this course did not use any published textbooks but 

a brochure jointly edited by the teachers themselves. In other words, teachers sought resources 

on related topics themselves, then selected, sorted, categorized, and integrated them into a 

student book. This edited work was completed shortly before the start of the course, and this 

was the first time that this booklet had been promoted and used among students. 

At the time of writing this thesis, the course contained eight topics which were selected 

and determined through a preliminary discussion among teachers in Group B. One teacher was 

allocated one topic each and was responsible for collecting materials, sorting out and editing 



116 

 

these materials for this topic. The three lessons in these teachers’ Lesson Study practice 

involved three topics: business banquets, festivals and music. These topics introduced 

theoretical knowledge of Chinese and American societies and cultures, and at the same time 

shed light on some practical issues when living in the two countries. 

Qian, the demonstration teacher, developed a rough plan for each lesson and shared it 

in Group B’s teacher planning meetings. As she planned, teachers would give an overview as 

to what the specific culture topic was about and then give time to students to make presentations 

on this topic via PowerPoints. In the first teacher planning meeting, all the teachers agreed that 

after the teacher introduced each cultural topic, the students would give a PowerPoint 

presentation in groups as an output activity; and each lesson would adopt the same teaching 

mode and procedure. However, Li reminded all the teachers in Group B to rethink the questions: 

how should culture classes be taught? What is the purpose of having students give PowerPoint 

presentations? Is it to impart cultural knowledge to the students, or to train their listening and 

speaking skills? If there is no clear goal in judging student speeches, any assessment will 

remain superficial and thus provide no authentic feedback to promote student learning. She 

emphasized that the objective of the course should be clear, and everyone should not teach 

blindly. These questions immediately stimulated intense discussion, and prompted them to 

refer to the course syllabus (see Section 3.9.3.2), and clarify their ideas together as shown in 

Figure 4.4. 
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Figure 4.4  

 

Teaching Focus Evolution of Teachers in Group B 

 

 

It was stated in the course syllabus that the purpose or the objective of this cultural 

course comprised two main elements: one was language and the other was culture. The 

language aspect emphasized output: writing and speaking. It meant that students had to write a 

speech and practice speaking. As for culture, the first aspect of it was cultural awareness, which 

helped to cultivate students’cultural awareness, and the second aspect was to promote the 

cultivation of students’ comparative and critical thinking and ability to make comparions. For 

example, students could not simply and unthinkingly talk about how good American culture 

was, but instead had to reflect on their own culture in order to draw a more considered 

comparison.  

On the basis of this clarifed teaching objective, all the teachers in Group B worked 

together to determine a unified teaching approach to this course the teaching approach of this 

course: “offline assisted with online” hybrid teaching. Specifically speaking, teachers first 

made full use of modern teaching methods to provide students with background information in 

the form of word and video related to the culture topic to broaden students’ knowledge,  and 

then they guided students to conduct online autonomous learning, so as to improve retention 
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of ‘teacher-taught’ knowledge. Afterwards, students (offline and before class) explored the 

culture topic independently based on the requirements of the presentation task that the teachers 

assigned, and then demonstrated their research results of the culture topic through the students’ 

group PowerPoint presentations. Lastly, teachers organized extensive discussions on each 

student group’s presentation in the form of peer feedback and teachers’ feedback in the 

classroom. 

However, in the following reflection meeting and the second planning meeting, how to 

assess the students’ presentations and how to give feedback became urgent problems that 

needed to be solved. During these meetings, the detailed rubrics for the presentation and the 

course assessment were also subsequently formulated by the group of teachers. The course 

score would consist of three parts: a student PPT presentation, online reading exercises, and a 

closed-book test at the end of the term. Such an evaluation method focused on examining 

students’ English competence, students’ autonomous learning ability as well as their 

understanding and retention of cultural knowledge of the two countries. 

These two groups of teachers had different thinking paths in grasping the key points of 

teaching the course content, because of the different nature of the courses. The content that the 

“General College English” group dealt with was heavier and more in-depth, in that this course 

was a comprehensive course, involving more language skills and analysis of culture. By way 

of contrast, the problems that the teachers in the “Comparisons between Chinese and American 

Cultures” group faced were simpler, clearer, and easier to solve, because each of their lessons 

had only one isolated cultural topic, and the teaching mode used in each lesson was exactly the 

same. 

Nearly all the teachers responded that they had never spent so much time talking about 

teaching priorities in a group before, nor had they read and thought through the syllabus and 

curriculum requirements word for word. Before that, they determined the teaching focus 

according to their limited understanding of the syllabus and curriculum requirements. Two of 

them admitted that they had ever ignored the curriculum requirements and deviated from the 

teaching focus sometimes. After this LS practice, they clarified what the course and each lesson 

of it should focus on, and this determined their following-up teaching design or conception 

directly. 



119 

 

4.3.2.2 Teaching Design or Conception 

Improvement in teaching design or conception was recognized through my observations of the 

teachers’ meetings and the individual interviews with all 11 teachers (of these two LS groups) 

as the most improved section. Not being novices, these teachers all had between three to 30 

years of teaching experience, and they had already been through the copying and imitating 

stage in teaching designs (Zhou, 2012), but they all acknowledged that their own thinking 

became more open and multi-faceted, and felt their ideas were more dynamic during the 

discussion of planning and reflection in LS. Their key professional competence of teaching 

design significantly improved, which they believed was an important criterion for determining 

the success of a class, and also an important criterion for measuring the excellence of a teacher. 

My close observations of these teachers’ LS activities proved their improvement too.   

Summarizing the feedback of all 11 interview respondents, the improvement of teaching design 

ability is reflected in the following six aspects as listed in Figure 4.5. 

 

Figure 4.5  

 

Teachers’ Learning and Development in Teaching Design and Conception 



120 

 

 

4.3.2.2.1 Students’ Competence and Engagement  

The first practice aspect the teacher groups collectively endorsed was to build awareness of 

student competence and engagement (participation enthusiasm) and channel a customised 

teaching plan into every aspect of teaching design. Teacher understanding of the target (i.e., 

student) group is part of the indispensable work that teachers must do before teaching design 

(Felder & Brent, 2005). The students to be taught by these two groups of teachers all came 

from the ET (English Talent) classes of different grades, in which the English proficiency of 

the students was generally higher than that of more ‘average’ students. Specifically, the ET 

students had college entrance scores that were all over 130 points (out of a possible total score 

of 150 points). The teachers reported in the interviews that before conducting LS, they only 

had a name list of these students, and designed and organized teaching activities according to 

their personal expectations of the students. However, it was the collective discussion of the LS 

that allowed them to further refine how to stimulate student competence and engagement with 

reference to each step of their lesson preparation.  

Xiang made the salient point that teachers’ expectations of ET class students were 

different. Xiang personally preferred setting higher expectations of students and felt that they 
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should be given more challenges. Making full use of the psychological concept of “self-

fulfilling prophecy”, she conveyed a message to students to make students feel that they were 

gifted so that they could set higher goals for themselves, and strive to accept difficult tasks set 

by teachers to achieve the high expectations of themselves. Xiang explained her reasoning thus:  

Yes, I agree with the term “aim high”. We should give the student a high goal and let 

him jump to reach it. Now the students’ comprehensive ability, including English 

ability, is really much better than before. If you think students are bad, they will behave 

badly. But if you think they are good, they can do well. Once you give them that feeling, 

they will realize whether they are poor students or gifted students and show the 

corresponding state. (Xiang) 

     In addition to the awareness of “aim high”, which had been unanimously recognized by 

everyone in the two groups and had been incorporated within the teaching design, the teachers 

faced a following-up question of what standards existed to design and organize teaching. 

Everyone took into account the English competence and participation enthusiasm of students, 

which was also linked to student interest. Language learning is a life-long process, and learning 

to teach languages effectively can be a lifelong process also. Whether the teaching plan can be 

successfully implemented and achieved effectively depends on whether it can capture the 

interest of students. Wu pointed out that if students thought that this topic was actually 

interesting, they would take the initiative to learn and participate actively. She said in the 

teaching planning meeting:  

I think it’s really impossible to be able to fully teach students everything from the 

textbook in 12 classes of 48 hours. In fact, my teaching purpose is to make students 

interested. Therefore, the design of my classroom activities revolves around whether 

these activities can capture students’ interest, whether students think this thing is 

actually fun, and then after having fun, I think they will take the initiative to learn. This 

is a feeling of mine. Hence, I did not require the students to master everything in this 

unit. (Wu) 

Considering the students’ comparatively high English competence, teachers set higher 

goals and then chose content that matched the students’ interests, which guaranteed students’ 

engagement too. The teachers also had to acknowledge questions like “What kind of activity 

should be designed?” and “how many students should be involved?”. Teachers in Group A and 

Group B were faced with a common teaching activity: student output presentation. However, 



122 

 

how were they to engage students in presenting and interacting as much as possible? 

Previously, the opinions of teachers differed considerably. Some thought that it was enough 

for each group to choose a representative to speak in front of the class, taking into account the 

limited time in class; some preferred that every member of the group must speak. Teachers’ 

divergences finally resorted to the English competence of students. The students in the ET class 

were fully capable of delivering a speech, and every student had the ability to speak in public. 

The consensus was to allow all the students an opportunity to speak. As Wang and Xiang said, 

If only one student in each group gives a speech, it does not achieve the purpose of real 

training every students’ oral English. What’s more, the student in the “English Talent” 

class have a better English foundation, so they can do it. (Wang) 

Let everyone in the group open their mouth, even if only they articulate two or three 

sentences. Don’t let the pressure be all on one student. (Xiang) 

However, with regard to student engagement, every teacher in the two groups 

encountered two sets of questions. The first one was about the participation degree of the 

students. How many students should participate in a particular classroom activity? How much 

time should students spend in doing classroom activities during a lesson? How much time 

should teachers spend in giving instructions and feedback during a lesson? These problems 

were particularly prominent in this activity of presentations. If as many students as possible 

were allowed to participate in the presentation, but the teacher’s instruction and feedback was 

not enough, it was really as criticized by some course assessors in this university: “Such an 

English class is superficial, just like a flowery”. How to avoid this problem generated further 

reflection from these teachers. The teachers realized that only by having a thorough and 

extensive understanding of the teaching topic and adequate preparation could they give targeted 

feedback in a short amount of time. This was a big challenge because the teacher did not know 

what the students would say in the presentations. In this very uncertain situation, the overall 

requirements for the overall quality of the teacher were even higher. Xiang, reported her 

worries like this: 

I feel that most teachers still cannot escape the stereotype of being the controller of the 

classroom. I may have jumped out of it. However, I am sometimes contradictory 

because I tend to let students talk. If the information I instill in them is not enough, or 

my comments are not deep or comprehensive, the students’ improvement space is 

indeed limited. This places high demands on the teacher. (Xiang) 
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The other set of questions was a long-standing commonplace one: how can teachers 

make students actively participate in classroom activities? How can teachers mobilize students, 

especially introverted students? How can teachers deal with the quiet or silent atmosphere in 

the classroom? Based on the results of teachers’ discussion, all of them said that their awareness 

of improving student engagement had been enhanced, they had also learned new real teaching 

skills, and continued to spur themselves to tap into their own potential. They all agreed that 

“Teaching students in accordance with their aptitude is the magic weapon” (Jin, 2019). That 

was, teachers treat students as having different personalities and different language abilities 

and use different methods to motivate them to participate. In addition, teachers use the power 

of peer role models to arouse the enthusiasm of individual students. In response to the non-

responsive class, teachers give students time to engage in discussion, or encourage group 

competitions. According to the discussion in LS practice, the teachers decided to give students 

enough attention and help in and outside of class, and they believed that this would ignite the 

students’ enthusiasm for learning and increase their active participation. Take the discussion 

of Group A as an example: 

Wang: And you must treat different students in different ways. You have to find a way 

to arrange difficult and challenging tasks for students like Dai and Guo, who are 

particularly high-level students, before they are interested in completing the tasks. For 

those students who are speechless and you have no impression of, you should pay more 

attention to them next time. 

Xiang: Well, otherwise, these students will feel ignored by the teacher. 

Fang: Yes. Some students may feel that their spoken English is too poor, compared 

with other students. They will also label themselves, and we have to help them get rid 

of this misconception. 

Xiang: Yes. Students can also feel the teacher’s contribution and attention to them. In 

fact, the students have gained a lot so far, and I have gained a lot too. My current 

commitment to the ET class, like thinking about how to organize activities, makes me 

start to tap in my potential again. I am no longer satisfied with the previous teaching 

methods. 

After reaching a solution as to the above two problems, the teachers even thought of a 

more objective and personalized method to improve the engagement of students: an open-

ended questionnaire to understand the needs of students. This survey was also a teacher-student 
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interaction, so that teachers could better understand the interests and needs of individual 

students, and thus better design their teaching plans. 

4.3.2.2.2 Orderliness and Logic of Teaching Steps 

Putting the teaching steps in a logical order was one of the aspects in teaching practice that the 

teachers improved jointly. I selected two typical examples from the two groups to illustrate 

how they deliberated upon logical and organized teaching steps. 

Group A 

When talking about the target presentation task that needed to be achieved at the end of this 

unit, the teachers discussed how to refine the teaching steps of this part, and the logic of the 

cohesion between this part and the previous teaching steps. Wu mentioned that taking into 

account the difficulty of presentations, students should be notified in advance to prepare and 

be taught how to do it. Regarding which previous lesson the presentation task should be 

assigned to, Xiang advocated that it should be put after the second lesson of explaining and 

reading the text, but Wu thought that teachers would not have enough time to process such a 

lengthy text. Wang pointed out giving guidance on presentation strategies after the second class 

would disrupt students’ reading of the text. Fang pointed out that there was not enough time 

for teachers and students to comment after students’ presentations in the third lesson. Wang 

suggested assigning presentation tasks in the first lesson, and Xiang agreed with her in that 

students could think and plan in advance. If they had questions, they could consult the teacher 

in the second lesson, so that there would be a buffer and transition for students to prepare for 

their presentations. Zhang and Wu mentioned that in addition to presentation tasks, students 

had to finish other kinds of English homework like translation and writing exercises. If the 

teachers dealt with the students’ inquiries about presentations in the second lesson, they would 

have no more time to check such homework. Accordingly, Xiang pointed out that the teachers 

should highlight the key points when making choices on assigning tasks to students: 

Xiang: No. If you want to talk from beginning to end, of course you can, but what’s the 

point? Can students absorb it all? The insights I have gained through years of teaching 

are that no matter how much the textbook content contains, we teachers only need to 

choose a focus for a lesson. 
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Wang: Your focus for the third lesson is the presentation of the unit project, right? If 

yes, there is not much time left for teacher and students to make comments, so I think 

there is a maximum of three minutes for each group of comments. 

Wu: Did you look at the PPT that comes with the textbook of the first unit? There is a 

video presentation “Seek Jobs”, which is actually a demonstration of presentations. We 

can play the video in class for students to learn how to make presentations. 

Wang: But the project of each unit is still centered on the theme of the unit (college 

life). We can’t come up with a different theme out of nowhere. 

Xiang: Can this work if we assign the homework of the presentation to students in the 

first lesson, and we spend three to five minutes to introduce how to prepare it? The time 

for the third lesson is the most abundant, in which we can strictly control the time for 

students to make presentations. Whether students have finished speaking or not, they 

must end it. 

Others: Yes. 

When facing each teaching step, teachers put it into a thematic unit to conceive its order 

and logic in an all-round way. When arranging the order of teaching steps, teachers took into 

consideration whether students had enough time to understand the content in each step and how 

much content they could understand. When making a choice, they learned to return to the 

teaching goal as a reference to ensure the logic and feasibility of each step. Wu specifically 

mentioned that after observing and discussing the teaching, she felt inspired, especially in the 

design of teaching steps and the connection between teaching steps. She admitted that this was 

what she usually lacked in teaching: 

Some teaching steps are designed to be very attractive, such as the demonstration 

teacher’s self-introduction, and then a natural transition from commenting on students’ 

self-introduction to explaining learning methods. I did not think of the logic and 

transition between each teaching step so much before, nor did I dig so much in the 

content for it. The students’ response is very positive, and I can see that they are really 

interested in each step. (Wu) 

Xiang, the demonstration teacher in Group A, reflected after a group discussion that the 

other teachers’ thinking on the presentation was much more detailed and in-depth than her. She 

described: 
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After a short period of teaching, I also found that this student output part did require 

detailed planning, ranging from assigning tasks, to the assessment of students who 

made presentations and the requirements of other students who listened to presentation. 

The teaching design can be rough and detailed, which to a certain extent, reflects the 

teacher’s personal teaching quality, teaching experience, teaching philosophy, and so 

on. (Xiang) 

 

Group B 

Taking the planning and reflection meetings for the third research lesson of Group B as an 

example, we can see that in the design of the teaching steps, the sequence and logic first 

attracted the attention of one or two teachers who then drove other members to join in thinking 

about it, and was further strengthened and optimized step by step through their continuous 

discussion. This process is shown in Figure 4.6.  

 

Figure 4.6  

 

Orderliness and Logic Evolution Example of Teaching Steps in Group B 
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Qian’s preliminary design of the teaching steps consisted of three parts: the first step 

was to introduce the types of American music; the second part introduced the representative 

Chinese opera “Beijing opera”; the third step allowed students to give presentations and 

introduce the Chinese local opera they were interested in, and then the teacher made brief 

comments. 

For this rough teaching plan, the group members admitted that each consecutive step 

of the teaching process was easy to understand, but the music of the two countries covered too 

much content which needed to be streamlined. In particular, there needed to be a logical and 

natural transition between these three teaching steps. Liu proposed that for the American music 

part, teachers only needed to choose the six most representative types to introduce. She opposed 

to use a direct introduction way at the same time. Instead, she suggested to first edit about six 

audio files of music and play them for the students to guess what kind of music they were, and 

then give a brief introduction of two or three sentences for each kind of music. This proposal 

was unanimously approved by everyone in Group B. Tang further pointed out that this type of 

listening activity could be transformed into a matching activity. That was, the names of various 

genres of music were given first, so that students could match the music they heard. In addition, 

she pointed out that the online self-learning materials provided to students should also include 

an introduction to these typical American music types, not just American country music. Qian 

immediately realized that through this small matching quiz, teachers could also informally 

assess the commitment of students to self-directed online learning. Others also agreed to add 

this listening and matching activity into the first step. Regarding the second step of introducing 

the development history of Chinese opera, local opera, and finally focusing on Beijing opera, 

the focal discussion was on whether teachers should give a detailed or a brief introduction on 

each Chinese local opera. Tang pointed out that students had more knowledge and a better 

understanding of music and opera than teachers, and that they as teachers should believe in 

students’ cognitive and autonomous abilities, so five minutes spent on the introduction was 

enough. Liu agreed this music introduction as a lead-in activity just helped students to recall 

the music types they were familiar with. Moreover, Liu pointed out that the students were 

competent in editing audio files of opera. Therefore, in the third step of the teaching step of 

students’ presentations, students were required to insert music audio clips when introducing a 

certain local opera. Regarding the length of the opera audio, Li suggested that it had better be 

set at about 30 seconds. In the fourth step, after commenting on the students’ presentations, all 

the teachers thought it was time to compare the American and Chinese music, but they 
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encountered difficulties. However, through collective wisdom, they also found a solution. Their 

dialogue showed this process. 

Liu: The biggest problem is that it is difficult to compare Chinese and American music, 

because it is difficult to find a point for comparison. Unlike festivals, which are very 

life-like and have a lot in common, music is difficult to dig out many connotations. 

Li: One of the most typical music in the United States is Rock and Roll. It evolved in 

the United States. Since China and the United States have completely different music 

history, there is no way to compare the music in these two countries horizontally, and 

then we will find the most typical one from each country.  

Qian: Yes, it is difficult to find a complete equivalent. And there are also mutual 

influences between the two kinds of music from these two countries, right? For 

example, Hip-Hop street dance have been introduced to China and are also very popular 

with young people. Accordingly, we can only choose the most distinctive music for 

introduction. After all, it’s a cross-cultural thing, so you can’t find such a complete 

equivalent.  

Regarding the results of the collective discussion on the design of the teaching steps, 

Du said that after everyone’s joint polishing, the teaching process became clearer: first, 

introduce the entire music genre, then American music, move onto Chinese music, Chinese 

local operas, and finally focus on Beijing Opera. The last comparison step pointed out the most 

representative music of China and the United States respectively: Chinese Beijing Opera and 

American Rock and Roll. She felt that although there was much content for this lesson, the 

teaching steps were logically connected based on the joint decision. Tang pointed out that the 

content of the music topic was remarkably complex to some degree, so it was important to find 

the right entry point. Considering everyone’s advice and suggestions, the team clarified the 

logical sequence between the teaching steps, and therefore the priority of the teaching content 

became clearer at the same time. 

Qian, the demonstration teacher, showed the strength of her feelings regarding the 

teaching design during the planning meeting. She frankly admitted that in the past, her teaching 

design used to be based on personal feelings, and personal preferences. She often picked her 

lesson topics in a haphazard, somewhat desultory fashion. She said: 
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I had no such rigorous and meticulous design in the past, and sometimes my teaching 

tasks were simply completed according to the rough teaching arrangements given by 

the director of the teaching and research section. However, after the brainstorming 

session of this LS activity, I found that other colleagues had many good ideas and 

suggestions, and I couldn’t help applying them into my teaching, so I quickly absorbed 

the suggestions of colleagues. Then I set out to experiment in my class, and most of 

these experiments have achieved good results. (Qian) 

4.3.2.2.3 Classroom Activity and Assignment Design  

In terms of classroom activity design, all teachers, especially Wu, the teacher with three years 

of teaching experience, directly expressed in the teachers’ planning meetings that they had 

learned a lot from collective discussion of LS. I took two examples from these two groups to 

illustrate the process and effectiveness of teacher learning in the course of teaching design.  

Group A: Self-introduction Activity Design  

Because it was the first time that the students and teachers had met each other, the teachers 

would introduce themselves first and then give the opportunity to students for their self-

introduction according to the initially designed plan that Xiang had made first. It is worthwhile 

to mention that this teacher’s self-introduction consisted of not simply uttering a few words, 

but used three representative and informative pictures to make students guess the teacher’s 

experiences of studying and working. Nobody in the group disagreed with this unconventional 

and novel approach and they were enthusiastic about applying it into their lessons. 

Where they had divergences was the second part: the activity design of students’ self-

introduction. Zhang planned to let each student take turns to briefly introduce themselves; 

Wang thought that seeing as class time at 45 minutes was limited overall, she planned to 

randomly select only five students to introduce themselves; Fang intended to divide the 

students into groups, let the students introduce themselves inside the group, and then select one 

student from each group to do a self-introduction to the whole class. Xiang proposed a plan of 

selecting five to six students to introduce themselves in a novel way: the first student introduced 

his or her name and hobbies which did not need to be very long; the second student repeated 

the content of the first student before giving their own two-sentence self-introduction; the third 

student must repeat the content of the first and second students before themselves introducing. 

In this same way, the last student repeated all the information conveyed by the previous 
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students. In order to receive clarification as to how to go about teaching this activity, Zhang 

and Fang asked if it was necessary to tell the participating students to prepare before starting 

this activity, and Xiang explained that teachers would solicit volunteers first, and if no one 

volunteered, teachers just could nominate a few students randomly. Wu was not sure about 

whether these students could say the same thing such as majors, hobbies, dreams and so on. 

The other teachers preferred as much diversity as possible. 

This program of activity sparked heated discussions among everyone on the purpose of 

doing this. Xiang explanation was that it was designed to first test the students’ English oral 

expression ability and memory and encourage students to think about how to highlight 

themselves in a short self-introduction and introduce their own unique experiences so that 

everyone can remember them. The other four group members realized that it was a good lead-

in activity to transition into the next step: introducing memory strategies and English learning 

methods. Xiang suggested a following questionnaire survey to understand the needs of the 

students, and explain the meaning of the ET class (students with talent in English) to motivate 

the students to aim high. 

Wang pointed out in the planning meeting that self-introduction was not a key point of 

the whole lesson but a learning strategy guide. Zhang suggested introducing English learning 

tools like mobile apps to students. Inspired by this, Xiang gave further examples of some apps 

that could conduct man-machine conversations where students could speak a paragraph of 

English in class, and the app could score the students’ grammar and pronunciation on the spot, 

which would make the classroom atmosphere more competitive. 

Xiang pointed out that the student’s self-introduction was also a challenge to the 

teacher’s memory. The teacher could also prepare paper and pen to write it down on the spot. 

Fang asked how to engage the rest of the students to listen very quietly and attentively to the 

speaker students’ self-introductions. All the other teachers immediately thought of asking the 

rest of the listeners questions, and randomly nominating a few students to repeat the 

information from any speaker on the lectern, so as to ensure the maximum degree of student 

participation. 

The design of the activity involved all aspects, not only the form and content, but also 

the purpose and students’ interest and participation. Zhang said that the group discussion had 

improved her teaching design ability. She said in the planning meeting: 
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I realized that teaching activities should be designed to be compact, purposeful, and 

diversified in forms for students’ learning. (Zhang) 

Wu said in the post-LS interview: 

LS allowed me to learn some new ways to carry out classroom activities, and to be able 

to flexibly deal with the ways of carrying out different activities according to the 

situation of my class. For example, I felt the design of self-introduction game could not 

only activate the classroom atmosphere, but it also allowed students to learn the 

learning strategies in a relaxing atmosphere. This kind of competition-style classroom 

activity design that challenged memory and speaking ability inspired me a lot. In my 

class, I initially designed to let students do mini surveys on a few questions. When some 

students found it difficult, I quickly adjusted to the way that we discussed in the 

meetings and improved them. That is, I asked a few students to come up and repeat the 

information of the other people one by one. This made students feel more involved 

before transitioning to the activities I designed. (Wu) 

 

Group B：CET-6 Assignment Design  

The exercise design that integrated the CET-6 (College English Test- Band 6) with teacher’s 

clear instructions and rules of awards was a typical example from which everyone in Group B 

agreed to benefit a lot. CET-6 is an English proficiency test, and as a rule, all the ET students 

have to take at the second academic year in HUT. Most of the time, these English teachers in 

HUT did not provide additional CET-6 training during the class hours, but assigned test 

practice for the students to complete after class and checked whether they had completed or 

not regularly. Since introduced, this CET-6 exercise design had been reported by the teachers 

in the interviews to broaden everyone’s thinking in design in-class and after-class assignments. 

The reflection meeting of the third lesson of Group B showed the process of teachers’ learning. 

The teachers in Group B first attempted to come up with solutions to the following 

problems: a) how to design the type of exercises and b) how to determine the way of giving 

feedback to these exercises. Liu started the discussion by raising the question: what kind of 

homework should the teacher assign after the students completed the PPT presentation? The 

teachers expressed their different opinions in turns. Du said that without assigning any 

additional homework, she asked the students to prepare the PPT for the next lesson. Liu also 
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thought that students did not have enough time to do additional homework. Tang suggested 

that students write an essay related to the theme. Based on Tang’s idea, Li further suggested 

that writing exercises should be arranged on the website “Juku Pigai” (a website exclusively 

used for marking writing by English teachers in China). She gave an example of the theme of 

the composition: “how to popularize Chinese opera in modern times”. She clarified that the 

purpose of designing this writing exercise was to summarize what students had learned in this 

lesson. Qian said that she had assigned three pieces of homework: a) to preview Unit 2 of the 

textbook, b) to prepare the speech and make a PPT for the Lesson 3 and c) to complete a CET-

6 Test paper. Others commented that the workload of the assignments was excessive. Qian 

agreed to it and pointed out that the students had not completed these assignments well in her 

class. To settle this issue, Tang proposed to use 10 minutes during the class break to quickly 

check whether the students’ test papers were completed, in order to deter students from laziness 

to some degree, and to particularly praise those students who had done well at the same time. 

Du, in particular, showed her lesson from this assignment: the importance of making 

clear requirements, instructions and even fair distribution of marks and specifying academic 

penalties. This solution found an agreement within the group immediately. Li further 

emphasized that the teachers’ instructions needed to be very detailed. For example, the 

submission date of homework should be accurate to the minute and no allowances would be 

made for lateness. The students’ speech should be rehearsed and completed within five minutes. 

If students only made perfunctory efforts, they would be assessed accordingly.  When Liu 

asked if the teacher needed to give corrective feedback to the students’ test answers, Zhang 

mentioned that teachers could only talk at length only about the more complex questions 

whereas answers only were given to those questions perceived to be simpler to answers. 

When dealing with contrasting priorities, namely, the culture lecture assignments and 

the CET-6 test, it was Lei who introduced a constructive solution for the exercise design in the 

third lesson of topic “Beijing Opera”. The teachers acknowledged that the topic of Beijing 

Opera would most likely not resonate with students since “the slow pace of Beijing Opera was 

not attractive to the young generation in China” (Liu, 2011).  How could the teacher mobilize 

the students’ interest through assignments? Zhang suggested to combine the CET-6 translation 

topic into the cultural explanation of the Peking Opera history. In addition, teachers could set 

critical thinking questions as writing topics, and require students to give two arguments orally 

in five minutes. She believed that if teachers wanted students to have a sense of motivation and 

participation in some culture topic, the teacher could only incorporate the students’ realistic 



133 

 

need and pressure of CET-6 test into the cultural explanation. In such a way could students feel 

that this culture lesson was rewarding, since they had stored translation vocabulary and 

accumulated writing opinions. 

Tang and Qian immediately realized that this was a test-driven teaching approach good 

to engage students. Tang also said that such a design of assignments had practical significance 

in connection with tests. Qian reported in the post-LS interview:    

I only paid attention to the explanation of cultural knowledge before, but after LS, I 

learned from my colleagues that the focus of assignment design is real-life application. 

In the form of test questions, this assignment provided students immediate application 

of learning essential knowledge points into practice. I benefited a lot from this approach 

afterwards. When I introduced other cultural topics and expanded the corresponding 

CET-6 test questions in such a way in the following lessons, assisted with some reward 

rules, the students’ interest was significantly enhanced. (Qian) 

 In summary, owing to the power of LS group thinking, teachers were able to organize 

the classroom teaching from more perspectives, such as students’ interests and engagement, 

test requirements, subtle influence of learning methods, and so on. All these made teachers 

more thoughtful and more targeted when designing classroom activities and assignments. 

4.3.2.2.4 Question Design  

Through teachers’ meeting records and the researcher’s observation and interviews with them, 

both Group A and Group B showed a development of awareness and practice in the micro-

aspect of teaching: question design. The two groups’ main points of view from their 

conversations in the planning meetings illustrated the process of their development respectively. 

Group A 

When identifying the questions that teachers wanted to resolve in the research lesson, not 

everyone in Group A had clear guidelines at the beginning, until the teacher Xiang produced 

the principle of “aiming high”. Considering the high level of ET students, problems had to 

show a certain degree of difficulty, which was clarified and practiced during the step-by-step 

discussions. The process of gradually clarifying and applying this principle into question design 

was reflected in two lesson planning meetings. 
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The first circumstance: when designing the teaching of TED talks, Xiang insisted on 

using the un-subtitled video file, and the three student questions related to this video were set 

in order of increasing difficulty. Wu questioned whether the questions would be too difficult, 

to which Xiang responded that if students were to position themselves low, they would have 

low demands on themselves. Wang agreed, and added that there was always a student able to 

answer the difficult question and let this student provide a good example to other students. 

Fang realized that even if no one could answer in time, the teacher could give key words as a 

reminder depending on the situation. 

The second circumstance: when dealing with text teaching, Xiang felt that it was 

important to discover and design questions based on the text. In her opinion, there must be a 

judgment first: which sentence was more complicated and difficult? Which sentence was 

helpful to extend other content? Teachers needed to pick out the complex sentences and expand 

the sentences with large amount of information as the foci, for which to design the questions. 

Fang questioned whether this would cut the content into segments, which might have the 

potential to confuse the students. Others pointed to the principle of “looking only at the big 

picture” along with the understanding of students, agreeing that teachers only needed to 

mention difficult knowledge points, believing that these ET students with high English 

proficiency were capable of  learning the remainder of the easier by themselves. 

Fang revealed on behalf of the other teacher in the post-LS interview,  

For question design, I did not thoroughly consider the students’ English foundation 

before. I agree with everyone’s suggestion to set a high starting point for ET students, 

and design questions that should reflect the difficulty. I have learned to adjust the 

difficulty of the questions slightly according to the understanding of the students, too. 

(Fang) 

This showed that in the joint consultations, the principle followed by the question 

design were becoming clearer and clearer. The need to aim high in view of students’ high 

English proficiency was substantively understood by the teachers and gradually was put into 

teachers’ daily teaching afterwards. 

 

Group B 



135 

 

The consideration of choosing critical and open questions and setting questions in a real-life 

context was not something that teachers were familiar with before this LS practice. It was the 

suggestion of Li, a teacher in Group B that inspired the deeper reflection among the other group 

members. This new amalgamation of thoughts sparked by the group talk gave rise to new 

teaching approaches, through which everyone in the group learned how to design questions. I 

will outline the process by which teachers jointly negotiated this teaching approach to illustrate 

their progress in question design. 

For each cultural topic, Qian asked each group of students to raise a question in the PPT. 

Li questioned whether the purpose of asking questions was to test the audience’s attention or 

insight. Tang proposed that it was to cultivate students’ thinking ability and gave the following 

example, “Why are some Chinese table manners not taken seriously or used by people anymore 

nowadays?”, which was unanimously recognized by everyone in the group. Qian further gave 

an opposing example from her class: when she taught the subject of music, a student set a 

question in his PPT “Can you sing this song?” She pointed out that this question was factual, 

not critical as Tang’s example. Li thought this question could be changed into “What do you 

think of this song?” Liu also felt that there should be some open questions without standard 

answers. Li believed that for factual questions, students could search for answers with their 

smart phones and these factual questions should not be the focus of the lesson. Qian mentioned 

that another student in turn questioned the student who asked the factual question, accusing 

him of testing his ability to sing. Du happily pointed out that this was actually a process of 

communication and rebuttal between students, which also allowed them to challenge their 

thinking ability and confidence. She felt that this interaction between the students had achieved 

the purpose of communication. 

Qian agreed after the reflection meeting:  

Setting critical questions for ET students is reasonable and feasible, because they are 

the best students after all. It is found through my trial that they could actually cope with 

these questions. Their overall performance was pretty good. At least they showed some 

things including facts and opinions, and then exchanged and discussed their thoughts 

with each other. This also gave me more confidence in designing questions in my future 

teaching to cultivate students’ critical thinking ability. (Qian) 

Using questions that stimulated students to consider aspects of their real life was what 

Zhang concluded to be beneficial for the students in the second reflection meeting. She highly 
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praised Qian’s question “how to promote Chinese opera among young people?” and the sub-

question “do you have any experience of musical instrument training?” She pointed out that 

these questions had the potential to resonate with students because most students had had 

musical instrument training experiences. Qian said in the interview shortly after this reflection 

meeting, 

Yes, this question resonated with students. Because I believe this kind of musical 

instrument training experience is more common among the young people, I hope that 

the topics I talk about can be related to their lives. Most students had this experience 

when they were young. As for the question “how to promote Chinese opera among 

young people”, I can naturally inspire them to lead into a solution: put Chinese opera 

training into children’s training programs. This problem first drove the atmosphere of 

the entire class, and then it unearthed the students’ strengths and made them more 

confident. They are more willing to communicate with me and are more engaged in the 

English class. Thus, I decide to put more effort into asking critical questions in a real-

life context in the future. (Qian) 

In conclusion, it was noted that even if question design was just a simple teaching link, 

it aroused teachers’ in-depth thinking and discussion, and had a positive driving effect. They 

realized that every question they raised must be in line with the English level of the students 

and contain a positive and far-reaching meaning for the students, rather than staying at a simple 

and superficial level. 

4.3.2.2.5 Use of Textbooks, PowerPoints and Blackboard 

The courses of Group A and Group B both adopted new textbook or teaching materials that the 

teachers were not familiar with, so all teachers were in a process of exploration when they 

started to teach these courses. The selection, compilation and use of teaching materials were 

all in the trial stage, and they admitted that they had not prepared the paperwork very well. 

How could teachers use the textbook content? How could they use the PowerPoints (PPTs) 

based on the textbooks? How could they use the blackboard to assist teaching? In what way? 

How could they balance the use of textbooks, PPTs and blackboard? These were very real 

problems that everyone in the two groups faced in teaching their college students. The 

interview transcripts indicated that it was precisely the teachers’ LS practice that helped them 
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to learn the trade-offs and keep balance between the three most commonly used types of 

teaching tools: textbooks, PPTs and blackboard.  

Group A   

Group A adhered to the principle of “teaching students in accordance with their aptitude” (Lu, 

2014) . Considering that the overall English proficiency of ET students was higher than that of 

the other students, the newly selected textbooks contained authentic foreign articles, and the 

teachers thought them more worthy of perusing for knowledge about English language and 

culture. Xiang emphasized that these articles, as original source material, did not have a 

standardized writing style, so teachers needed to teach students how to work out the way the 

author thought and wrote. 

Wu felt that it was “a bit boring” to teach in accordance with the PPTs (including four 

modules of listening, speaking, reading, and writing for each unit) that came with the textbook. 

Others realized that they had to make their own PPTs to enrich the lack of content in the 

textbook and supplement the content worthy of expansion. Xiang pointed out that one of the 

elements that the provincial teachers’ annual lesson teaching competition team assessed was 

the  PPT design. Zhang mentioned that when reading articles, teachers could find some pictures 

that matched the article. Wang mentioned in terms of the module of reading and writing, the 

most important thing was actually to motivate students, not necessarily following the textbook 

PPTs. Teachers could skip the unimportant content, or assign it as homework for the students, 

especially if the teacher was pressed for time during the lesson. This required teachers to 

respond flexibly to the classroom situation. Fang mentioned in the subsequent reflection 

meeting, 

I used to rely too much on textbook PPTs, and most of the time I used to teach by 

reading every word of the script on PPTs to the students. I was very tired and the 

students felt that it was not interesting. After this meeting, I learned to operate the PPTs 

in a flexible way: to delete unnecessary content of textbook PPTs, focus on important 

content of the textbook and expand it, and try to get students to participate in listening, 

speaking, reading, and writing as much as possible. Accordingly, in the next lesson, I 

plan to let the students find, read aloud and let the students translate the targeted 

sentences, instead of my directly reading the translated sentences of the article 

according to the PPT. Let the students do it themselves, and their impression on these 

important sentences like famous sayings will be even more profound. (Fang) 
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Her evolution from the textbook PPT spoon-feeding teaching into making choices of 

priorities among the content of textbook and PPTs showed her awareness and improvement of 

balancing the use of textbook and PPTs.    

 

Group B  

Group B had no fixed textbooks and edited teaching materials themselves. In the first research 

lesson when Qian talked about the classification of wine, she listed white wine, red wine, dry 

red, and spirits and made a very brief introduction of each type. Tang questioned whether or 

not it would have been better for Qian to have written key notes on the blackboard and whether 

students could understand the vocabulary. Du pointed out that there were too many new words 

for each culture topic, so teachers should pause and write them on the blackboard, instead of 

verbalizing them although the PPT listed some of key words. 

Qian acknowledged that it was necessary to extract some useful information and put it 

on the blackboard. She gave an example:  

When introducing the differences between Chinese table etiquette and Western banquet 

etiquette, I drew a table on the blackboard for comparison, which is clear at a glance. 

After the six groups of students finished their presentations, they used this table to 

further discuss the similarities and differences between Chinese and Western table 

manners. (Qian) 

Qian pointed out that writing key words on the blackboard was one of the most 

convenient ways to deal with content that needs to be summarized on the spot step by step. 

Everyone agreed with this approach. In addition, Li pointed out that teachers should learn to 

observe students’ reactions when the teachers were speaking. When the teachers found that the 

students could not keep up with the teachers’ thinking, the teachers needed to pause and write 

the language points on the blackboard. Du strongly agreed that teachers should stop and explain, 

instead of skipping the language points. Moreover, she pointed out that the same problem 

existed when students made presentations. The speakers just read the content on their 

presentation PPTs, but the audience did not react, because they did not know what words meant. 

Therefore, the teachers could ask speakers to pick out the key vocabulary and provide a basic 

definition.  

Li acknowledged that her previous practice was lacking. She said, 
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I did not used to write on the blackboard very much either. Most of the time, I just spell 

the words orally. But next time I plan to do as this lesson: write key words on the 

blackboard to help students understand. (Li) 

     Qian smiled and bluntly said after the reflection meeting, 

Because I’m afraid of my ugly handwriting, I sometimes avoided writing on the 

blackboard. Other teachers have also mentioned this. But I realize that the textbook and 

PPT have their own shortcomings. With the help of writing key words on the 

blackboard and balancing the functions of the three, the knowledge can be effectively 

conveyed to the students. (Qian)  

4.3.2.2.6 Time Allocation 

The problem of time allocation in each teaching step was a common problem of all participating 

teachers, and it was also the most worrying classroom teaching factor. The pace of teaching 

was dynamic and uncontrollable because it was inevitably shaped by the response of students 

in the classroom. This problem was particularly prominent in teaching design, and it was also 

a topic frequently discussed by the participants from beginning to end of the LS practice. In 

the three rounds of planning and reflection meetings, the two groups of teachers jointly summed 

up their ways of time allocation and coping methods step by step. The teachers of Group A and 

Group B showed us the whole process of improving their time allocation from different 

perspectives for different lesson themes and teaching content. 

Group A 

In the instant feedback interview and collective reflection meeting after the first research lesson, 

Xiang said frankly that her biggest problem or challenge as a teacher was time allocation, but 

in fact, she had made adjustments as much as possible. Wang pointed out that her own teaching 

had the same problem: the teaching pace was slow in the beginning and fast in the end. The 

previous self-introduction and questionnaire surveys took too much time, and the interactive 

session ended hastily at the end. Her self-analysis resonated with everyone in the group. 

Teachers’ discussion focused on the point that the time for a class was so limited, and the 

teacher must make many judgements in a short amount of time. For example, they had to 

determine what content of the lesson should be introduced to the students and what could be 

deleted. Everyone realized that this had to go back to the definite teaching focus that was 
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introduced earlier (see Section 4.3.2.1), and once the key points were determined, the time 

control in each teaching step must be as precise as possible. 

The teachers’ discussion entered the second substantive stage: how to maximize class 

time and minimize unnecessary time wastage, thereby improving classroom teaching 

efficiency. When referring to the teaching step of student presentations, Wu suggested that in 

order to avoid the procrastination of students and the wasting of class time, teachers needed to 

make students go through a process of refinement their speech script with the teachers’ help 

before presenting. After the teacher gave the specific requirements for the presentation, the 

students would work in small groups to polish, and present the final version in class. This 

suggestion immediately stimulated everyone to think of the next step: to develop a presentation 

evaluation rubric. Fang suggested that teachers should hand out a copy of the rubric to each 

student, so that they had a clear rubric regarding structure and content. Zhang immediately 

realized that this also pointed out the direction for peer evaluation in the classroom, which 

greatly saved time. The idea of increasing the students’ high-quality oral output in the 

classroom by teachers’ providing enough feedback for the students’ speech scripts before class 

had inspired everyone. She then suggested that if other teaching content could not be completed 

because the student’s presentation activity took too long, it could be assigned as homework, 

such as letting students record a speech video for feedback. Xiang further proposed a solution 

to save classroom time and improve classroom efficiency from another perspective, which was 

“task decomposition”: students had capability to cooperate with the teachers to finish some tiny 

tasks in class. For example, the students could use timer to remind the speakers to control their 

presentation time. Zhang mentioned that in her class, students reported that the teacher’s 

speaking speed was too fast or too slow. Others pointed out that teachers could only adjust 

according to the situation of most students and could not satisfy all students. 

Xiang reflected in the interview after the first lesson: 

In fact, what I was concerned about most was the time that the teachers all talked about. 

It was my 90-minute time control for the entire class. You had to make constant 

adjustments to your students during the dynamic teaching process. I will not say that 

because I have prepared so much content, I have to pass all the content to my students. 

I think this is not practical. This is a coordination between time and content. As a 

teacher, you need to deal with it in a short amount of time. What content must you 
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complete in this lesson? You should have your own way to deal with key points. 

(Xiang) 

 

Group B 

In the reflection meeting of Group B after teachers’ observations of the first research lesson, 

they first discovered the problem of time, because five of the six teachers did not fully complete 

the content of the teaching plan. All the six teachers explored the reasons and solutions together. 

In the second and third research lessons, they gradually improved in their time allocation and 

achieved good results. The process of their gradual improvement together is recorded as 

follows: 

The first stage: Li first pointed out that it took at least one hour for students to give 

presentations, discussions and assessments from start to finish. The reason why the teacher did 

not control the teaching pace was that the teacher herself did too much in terms of cultural 

introduction and the teacher dominated the classroom too much. Tang also pointed out that the 

students in Qian’s class were not active and did not interact much. Li and Du pointed out that 

Qian’s talking speed was too fast, and also that she talked too much, and the students could not 

keep up with her and did not understand. Du and Liu pointed out that there was a considerable 

overlap between the teacher’s cultural introduction and the student’s presentation, which was 

unnecessary. The student presentation was the focus, and more class time should be spent on 

this teaching step. Tang further proposed that the cultural introduction part of the materials 

could be sent to the students in advance, and the teachers only needed to extract the most 

important part of it to focus on in the classroom, and the students should supplement the rest 

parts. Everyone agreed to reduce teacher talk time and increase student display and interaction 

time. 

Qian said in an interview after the first research lesson: 

I was really restless in this first research lesson. I didn’t know how to control it. I didn’t 

know how many groups were going to give presentations before class. I didn’t know 

how long each group would talk. I was not so fully prepared for those problems at the 

moment. After class, I asked a few students to give me feedback, including the three 

case students. They felt that the information was basically understandable, but the 

content of the teacher’s introduction was similar to the student’s PPT presentation. 
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There were some repetitions in the content. For example, each group talked about table 

seating arrangements and gifts. (Qian) 

The second stage: Like Group A, the teachers of Group B also thought of investing 

more time before class to help students improve their speech drafts. In addition, their 

requirements and measures are more specific, clearly stipulating the time for the submission of 

speech drafts, and avoiding duplication of content between groups, limiting the time for 

students to speak, minimizing the waste of classroom time, and improving classroom 

effectiveness. 

The third stage: Increasing students’ thinking time and not rushing to provide answers 

and accompanying explanations, which was a resolution to manage time that Tang realized 

through her teaching experience. She pointed out that because the issues discussed were 

difficult, students needed time to think and they could not organize the language and express 

their answers in a few seconds. Li once again emphasized that the teacher’s speech speed 

should not be too fast, and the actual situation of students’ limited vocabulary should be taken 

into consideration, too. Du and Qian both realized teachers could stop lecturing for a while if 

necessary after observing the reaction of students, and then move on after confirming that 

students understood. The teachers in Group B even thought about the handling of new words. 

In view of the excessive new words in each culture topic and in order to save class time and 

reduce students’ hearing and reading obstacles, teachers all agreed to make a vocabulary list 

and upload it online to the students in advance so that students could preview it beforehand to 

maximize the use of class time. They were all excited by this solution. 

With regards to the issue of time allocation, the feedback provided by Qian within the 

interview after the second research lesson indicated: 

My ability of time control still needs a great improvement. My colleagues have also 

provided me with some good suggestions. For example, teachers find someone to 

record the time, and limit the number of PPT pages. These suggestions are good. I think 

I can consider more precisely when assigning tasks in the next lesson. Then, in terms 

of my personal teaching habits, I still have to consider my speaking speed and the 

degree of students’ understanding. I need to communicate with students in time for 

feedback on my lesson teaching and try to design the next lesson better. The 

significance of this LS practice is very apparent. I believe I can do better later. (Qian) 
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 Overall, LS enriched the teachers’ teaching knowledge and improved their teaching 

repertoire as well through their LS practice. Specifically, the improvement of their practical 

teaching repertoire was shown in a) their prioritization of teaching content and focus based on 

the nature and objective of the course, and b) teaching design or conception. Their enhanced 

competence in teaching design or conception was evident in six areas: student competence and 

engagement, orderliness and logic of teaching steps, classroom activity and assignment design, 

question design, use of textbook, PPT and blackboard, and time allocation. These changes and 

developments of the participating teachers added new factors to the existing findings of LS 

studies, such as the teachers’ improvement in considering the orderliness and logic of teaching 

steps, use of textbook, PPT and blackboard, and question design.   

4.4 The Impact of Lesson Study on Teacher Professional 

Development 

All the 11 teachers in Group A and Group B reported diverse aspects of the impact of LS on 

their professional development. Overall, while most of them stated that their experiences with 

LS were positive, there were also participants who identified negative aspects (see Section 

4.4.2). In order to detail the exact nature of the impact, I describe the positive and negative 

areas I observed and what they exactly reflected on in their reflection meetings, demonstration 

teachers’ teaching, and my interviews with them at different stages. I also provide their 

personal verbalizations to illustrate the processes of their mental or psychological changes that 

took place before, during and after engagement in the LS practice.  

 Positive Impact 

Thematic analysis of all the Group A and Group B meeting transcripts identified six focal 

points concerning the positive impact of their LS engagement. The graphic organizer (Figure 

4.7) below summarizes the range of influences that were verbalized by the teachers around 

these six key aspects and 11 sub-aspects during their LS activities and interviews. 
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Figure 4.7  

 

Positive Impact of Lesson Study on Teacher Professional Development 

 

Overall, inspired by peer models who functioned as motivators in the LS learning 

community, teachers formed a strong motivation firstly. Secondly, they expanded their 

teaching ideas and skills through observing and talking to other LS members, which inspired 

them to engage in active and deep thinking and talking. During this process of the LS practice, 

the teachers gave more focus on the students’ engagement, response and feedback and learned 

more student management techniques as well as more knowledge of information technology. 

Thirdly, teachers became more self-reflective through collaborative reflections and through 

contemplating the teaching practice of other colleagues. They created an internal reflective 

system, from a perceptual level to a rational level. Such reflection on practice stimulated the 

spark of their research interest in teaching. Fourthly, teachers felt the power of collaboration 

and collegiality while creating a sense of value and worth through common planning time, 

contributing to a closer interpersonal relationship and enhanced team cohesiveness. Fifthly, 

they started to build an awareness of LS and even conceive of popularizing interdisciplinary 

LS. Last but not least, the entire LS practice stimulated their research enthusiasm and vision 

for creating a research community to extend the LS collaborative learning model into other 

areas.  
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4.4.1.1 Inspired by Peer Modelling and Forming a Strong Motivation 

The main body (personal element) of my research is the group of teachers in the LS learning 

community, in which the leadership and voluntary demonstration of peer role models was 

playing an invisible part from beginning to end. Peer modelling became the core driving force 

and promoter for the individual teacher and the entire group of teachers to make progress in 

their learning. This can be extracted and summarized from my observation records of the 

teacher meetings and the post-LS interviews with the individual teachers and can even be traced 

back to the day when the LS program started. 

The peer models were not the fixed teachers in the LS groups. Each LS member could 

be a peer model in a certain aspect of teaching practice. On the first day of LS, all the 11 

teachers who volunteered to participate expressed a strong motivation to improve their teaching 

ability. Based on this common expectation, it did not take long to select demonstration teachers 

(the teachers that would demonstrate their teaching of the research lessons to the students and 

the other teachers in the classroom) and make the follow-up protocol and timetable for teacher 

meetings. Xiang in Group A and Qian in Group B, the teachers who had the confidence and 

courage to volunteer to demonstrate their teaching for everyone to review, evaluate and 

optimize, became the first pair of peer role models. Although cognizant of the fact that their 

teaching would not be ‘perfect’, they were willing to share their original lesson plans and 

welcome colleagues’ reference, comparison, correction and criticism. In the other parts of 

“planning, observing, and reflecting” of LS, several other members showed more or less 

wisdom in their collaborative meetings and benefited the rest of teachers. They became the 

second group of role models for their peers. These peer role models performed much better 

either through taking initiative in designing the original teaching plan for each lesson or 

through their teaching proficiency, skills and techniques, which appeared to put some pressure 

on the other LS participants. However, this kind of positive peer pressure motivated them to 

make progress too at the same time, since they did not want to be left behind. The positive 

pressure from the excellent peers became a very strong part of the individual’s internal drive, 

activating each member’s learning enthusiasm, and making them more and more engaged and 

willing to improve in all aspects of teaching. The positive pressure and mobilized enthusiasm 

of English teaching spread from the individual peer model to the whole group as is shown in 

the following two aspects extracted from teachers’ interviews and the researcher’s observations. 



146 

 

4.4.1.1.1 Excellent Peers Functioning as Motivators 

Peer pressure and peer role models were the influencing factors reported by all 11 participating 

teachers. They claimed that under the premise of establishing an LS learning community, peers 

motivated each other, benefited from each other’s strengths, and made progress together, which 

helped each member of the peer group to improve their teaching knowledge and ability. More 

importantly, the better the peers did, the stronger their individual motivation to catch up with 

these peers became. Accordingly, each individual invested more time and energy in learning.  

Zhang, Wu and Fang described their personal experiences to confirm the “He who 

walks with wise man shall be wise” effect of the peer group. This quote from Chinese 

Confucius thoughts means that a wise person accompanying you will give good influence on 

you. The teachers all admitted that they felt the pressure from their colleagues, but they all 

turned the pressure into motivation. 

This LS practice made me get to know the different teaching methods. Through 

observation, discussion and other activities, I discovered the gap between myself and 

my colleagues. Although I felt stressful, it motivated me to face up to my current 

situation and strive to change. (Zhang) 

I felt the pressure from my excellent colleagues, recognize the gap, and found that every 

teacher had a strength for me to learn and urge myself to improve, especially the design 

of each teaching step inspired me to innovate in designing classroom activities. (Wu) 

I saw from Xiang’s unreserved teaching demonstration that teaching not only required 

teachers’ enthusiasm and meticulous design, but also required bit by bit accumulation 

of the professional knowledge which we used to rationally reconstruct our teaching 

materials. In the course of LS, I found that my colleagues were so good, and I had to 

work hard to catch up with them. In the future, I will continue to learn from the 

experience of other teachers to improve my teaching. (Fang) 

Liu not only saw the gap in professionalism between herself and her peers, but also saw 

the gap in professional attitude and professional ethics. She frankly admitted that the serious 

attitude and professionalism of her peers is worth learning. She said: 

I found that many teachers were very well prepared in lesson design. I can imagine that 

they spent a lot of time and energy in the early stage of teaching planning. We also need 

to learn such a serious attitude and commitment. (Liu) 
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4.4.1.1.2 Activated Teaching Enthusiasm and Confidence  

Through the discussion and sharing of ideas among peers, in the process of setting examples 

for each other, all 11 teachers’ enthusiasm in teaching was activated, and they were more 

willing to invest in teaching. Wang affirmed the peer model role and driving force, and pointed 

out that there was never perfect teaching, so teachers needed lifelong learning to keep pace 

with the times, including not only professional knowledge, but also other aspects of knowledge 

in the world. Wang’s statement represented the aspirations of everyone in this LS community: 

The peer model gives me some impetus and makes me deeply realize that there is no 

perfect teaching. As teachers, we need to walk on the road of “learning” for a life.  I 

need to further study to improve myself, and this kind of study is not only about the 

improvement of the language itself, but also involves the study of knowledge in other 

majors. (Wang) 

Li frankly admitted that through observing the teaching of her colleagues, she 

understood her own strengths and weaknesses, especially good points, and this built her 

professional confidence. She says: 

Through observation, I also realize that I actually have many advantages, and I am full 

of self-confidence. (Li) 

Driven by her peers, Zhang realized that she needed to learn a lot. She even proposed 

specific plans for future professional development:  

I plan to participate more in the school’s teaching workshops, more English lectures 

and summer English trainings; and start to seek an opportunity to study abroad for a 

period of time. (Zhang) 

In short, the driving role of peer role models played a very important role in the teachers’ 

professional development, as a famous Chinese saying from “Confucian Analects” goes, “when 

we see a man of virtue and talent, we should think of equaling them; when we see a man of a 

contrary character, we should turn inwards and examine ourselves” (translated by the 

researcher). In this LS learning community, teachers were inspired by their peers to proactively 

seek out more opportunities for professional development. This subsequently led to positive 

influences and considerable changes in their teaching and learning. 
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4.4.1.2 More Active and In-depth Thinking and Talking 

Judging from the data extracted from the interviews after all participants completed the three 

rounds of LS activities, the positive impact that occupies the most important position is that the 

LS provided participants with new ideas, new methods and new skills in teaching. Moreover, 

the teachers reported that LS had spurred them to be more active in observing and recording 

the views of colleagues, consulting and discussing these views with them in the future. I 

exemplify this point in the following three sections. 

4.4.1.2.1 Expanded Teaching Ideas through Observing and Talking  

All the 11 participating teachers expressed that the LS practice inspired their teaching. They 

acknowledged that the effect of the joint discussion of the specific teaching steps of a certain 

topic was deeper and broader than the individual thinking.  

Li pointed out that because everyone was facing a new course that they had not taught 

before, they could learn a lot of new ideas from other people when collectively preparing, 

observing and reflecting on lessons. She said discussions on the same topic would generate 

many new ideas, which could be used for reference and be applied to their own classroom. 

Both Lei and Liu simply and clearly emphasized the impact of LS on themselves: they 

expanded their teaching ideas from group discussions and reflections. Liu reported in the post-

LS interview: 

I have learned a lot from the exchanges with colleagues, especially how to design and 

organize classroom activities. I can see that each teacher has different ideas and 

rationales. I have benefited a lot. (Liu) 

Tang described the same feeling that LS made everyone learn from each other. She said 

that in mutual exchanges, many opinions and good experiences were shared for everyone to 

learn from each other. She gave the further example: 

For example, Lei talked about the Massive Online Open Class (MOOC) she took in the 

United States; I’m impressed by Qian’s enthusiasm and meticulous preparation in class. 

I’ve learned and gained a lot. (Tang) 

Liu also took the teachers’ group discussion as an example to point out the inspiration 

it brought to the student group discussion as follows: 
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In the discussion, many difficulties can be easily solved. This is the charm of group 

discussion. For students, classroom group discussion is also very necessary. (Liu) 

Li, as the oldest and most experienced teacher, also frankly expressed that LS provided 

her with opportunities to learn more modern teaching ideas and methods from her young 

colleagues. She recounted: 

More than 26 years of teaching experience makes me proficient in teaching. Teaching 

is a very easy thing for me. However, given my age, there is a natural generation gap 

between my students and me. Afraid of looking like an old-fashioned person, I hope to 

get new blood from young teachers and make myself a teacher that students really like. 

In fact, Lesson Study activities have allowed me to get what I want. Young teachers 

have a broader vision and they can always give me some fresh inspiration. (Li) 

The two demonstrating teachers, Xiang and Qian, had more profound and 

comprehensive feelings upon experiencing the positive impact of LS. They unanimously 

expressed their plans to learn more from others in their future teaching. Xiang expected to 

increase the depth of communication within the LS learning community. She said: 

I plan to continue such teaching exchanges. In fact, I personally feel that this LS only 

observed a teacher’s classroom rather than every participant’s classroom. The 

communication between teachers can cover more teachers’ lessons. Therefore, I plan 

to take the initiative to communicate with the teachers in the later stages, and absorb 

the advantages of each teacher. (Xiang) 

Qian confidently planned to observe more lessons and insisted on keeping a reflective 

diary. She believed that LS would continue to bring her greater progress. She said: 

I will be more proactive in learning about the advantages of my colleagues. I also want 

to observe other teachers’ lessons and systematically learn about the advantages of 

colleagues, advanced teaching concepts and various teaching activities that are 

beneficial to students. In addition, I will keep a detailed record of my teaching skills 

and practice. Accumulated in this way, my teaching ability will definitely make greater 

progress. (Qian) 
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4.4.1.2.2 More Focus on Students’ Engagement, Response and Feedback and Improved 

Ability of Student Management 

In addition to activating teachers’ in-depth thinking and communication for generating new 

perspectives and concepts of teaching, this LS also led to the increase of teachers’ attention to 

students and the increase of communication between teachers and students. From the 

researcher’s observation on the gradual progress of the teacher conferences and the data from 

the post-LS interviews, teachers’ awareness of the importance of student-centeredness became 

stronger and stronger, and more obvious in the teaching arrangements. Teachers paid more 

attention to students’ interest, participation, class response, and feedback after class. Teachers 

solicited the opinions of their colleagues for specific and feasible student management skills in 

mutual exchanges within the group, such as implementing a reward system, and choosing some 

students to coordinate classroom activities. 

Tang pointed out that every exchange and reflection on the classroom situation had 

benefited her a lot, not only from her perspective as a teacher but also from the perspective of 

students, which made a positive impact on her teaching. She said each group member would 

put forward relevant ideas and analyze the classroom situation after observing the 

demonstration lessons, including not only the content, pace, and time control of the teacher’s 

teaching, but also the students’ listening attentiveness, their degree of participation in the 

classroom and whether they provided an in-depth answering to questions. She suggested 

teachers to connect all of the above factors with their students, putting forward their opinions 

and resolutions. She reported: 

This LS allows me to have a more comprehensive understanding of the current situation 

of teaching and the overall situation of the students. It also has a positive impact on my 

own teaching, allowing me to adjust and modify my teaching content next time, and 

better control my teaching pace. (Tang) 

Lei also had the same perspective. She pointed out that LS made her pay more attention 

to students’ real-time feedback on the classroom. She said: 

LS made me pay attention to the opinions of the students. I learned to listen to the 

students. I took the initiative to think deeply about how to optimize the teaching design 

based on the feedback from teachers and students. I tried it, and the results were 

amazing. (Lei) 
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Xiang pointed out that owing to her increased attention to students, the communication 

between teachers and students increased, and students trusted her more, which in turn made a 

positive influence on her lesson. She described: 

I tried to give every student the utmost attention, especially the three case students. 

From being a little timid at the beginning, they took the initiative to consult and 

communicate with me. They actively participated in classroom activities. The 

enthusiasm that burst out of them quickly infected the whole class. The participation of 

the whole class increased, which made me very happy. (Xiang) 

4.4.1.2.3 Enriched Knowledge of Information Technology 

In addition, the in-depth exchanges between teachers and the exchanges between teachers and 

students had directly and indirectly improved teachers’ knowledge and skills of information 

technology.  

Qian, the demonstration teacher in Group B, mentioned that the students were her 

teachers in digital music editing. Liu and Du, members of Group B, commented that the 

teaching resources appearing in Qian’s demonstration lesson, including video and audio 

editing, and PPT production, taught them information-processing techniques that they had not 

known before. Wang and Fang, Group A members, felt the same.  

I directly played the PPT and audio clips produced by the students of Qian in my class. 

This also allowed me and the students in my class to learn new skills. (Wang) 

I also learned more processing techniques and methods for flipping classroom 

resources. (Fang) 

When referring to the influence of the LS practice, Tang said,  

I will persist in learning and getting more exposure to advanced teaching concepts and 

teaching methods, to better integrate modern technology and traditional teaching into 

my future teaching. (Tang) 

4.4.1.3 Looking in the Mirror: More Self-Reflection through Collaborative Reflection  

Seven out of 11 teachers reflected in the post-LS interviews that LS gave them in-depth and 

detailed understanding of the teaching design and classroom teaching practice of their 
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colleagues, allowing them to reevaluate their own teaching content from a new perspective, 

and end up with expanded ideas and inspirations. In addition, collective reflection urged each 

individual teacher to have more reflections and established their own reflection system, from 

the initial perceptual reflection to rational reflection, and even stimulate the spark of their 

research on teaching. 

4.4.1.3.1 Creating Internal Reflective System: from Perceptual to Rational 

Zhang reported that LS allowed her to spontaneously reflect on her own teaching while 

observing others’ teaching, and become more aware of her own problems in collective 

reflection. Fang and Wang directly stated that in the process of meticulously designing and 

restructuring the lessons with other members, they also deeply reflected on their own teaching 

behavior, discovered their own problems, and obtained a clearer design idea. They described 

such an impact respectively as follows: 

Other teachers who participated in the discussion put forward their opinions on the 

lesson from different perspectives, some of which I could think of and some of which 

I couldn’t. The group’s discussions deepened my thinking, and my overall design of 

this lesson became clearer and clearer. (Fang) 

At the same time, through the classroom observation of LS, I discovered the problems 

in my own classroom from the classroom of my colleagues. Observing the excellent 

classroom teaching also promoted my continuous efforts to improve my own teaching. 

(Wang) 

Xiang compared her previous teaching reflection that she thought relatively simple with 

the collective teaching reflection she experienced in this LS practice. She acknowledged that 

her participation in LS inspired her to strengthen her own post-teaching reflection and thinking 

about the teaching effect, which prompted her self-reflection to become more and more 

profound. She recalled: 

I felt that I usually made full preparations for the teaching content and lesson design 

before the class, but generally when the class was over, no further reflection was left 

but the perceptual thoughts like “I was very happy in this class.” and “I was very 

depressed in this class”. I did not think about what had been done well in this class, and 

what needed to be done again. (Xiang) 
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Xiang realized that her previous reflection was just staying at the superficial perception 

level. She said she had not tried to find out which aspects made her happy and which made her 

experience comparatively negative feelings. It was LS that motivated her to reflect at a more 

rational level.  

4.4.1.3.2 Stimulating the Spark of Teachers’ Research on Teaching 

Lei likened the collective observation and evaluation of lessons in the LS practice to constantly 

monitoring her own teaching, promoting her in-depth reflection, and stimulating attempts to 

perfect her teaching. She pointed out that doing a good job of teaching reflection could ignite 

one’s professional passion and inspire others to go on to do teaching research. She described: 

The in-depth thinking, rethinking, and continuous polishing of lesson teaching in LS 

can well promote the professional development of teachers. The sparks generated from 

relevant discussions and reflections can be used to carry out teaching research. (Lei) 

Tang also pointed out that the in-depth reflection brought about by LS would bring 

inspiration to her own research and help to carry out further teaching research. In addition, she 

added that LS had strengthened her active thinking on all aspects of her lessons, and she 

specifically emphasized thinking from the perspective of students. She said: 

Observing my colleagues’ teaching, understanding and learning about her teaching 

situation and students’ learning status in class, prompted me to actively think about my 

teaching status and my students’ status. I will put forward more expectations and 

requirements for my own teaching, and will also have a certain empathy for students, 

find out the reasons for students’ various reactions, and think about solutions. Based on 

all of these, I will carry out research related to the issues in my teaching. (Tang) 

  Tang even made up her mind to keep a reflective diary to record her teaching situation 

from all aspects in the future, so as to better sort, analyze, reflect, research and learn. 

4.4.1.4 Feeling the Power of Collaboration and Collegiality and Creating a Sense of 

Value and Worth through Common Planning Time in the Learning 

Community  

Eight of 11 participating teacher interviewees reported that they perceived and benefited from 

the power of collaboration in the LS program. Throughout this program, they jointly worked 
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out the problems, made decisions, shared the responsibilities and experienced a sense of value 

and worth during the Common Planning Time (a regularly scheduled time during the school 

day when teachers meet for joint lesson planning and student evaluation)  (Cook & Faulkner, 

2010; Dever & Lash, 2013) in the learning community. While eight participants affirmed the 

collaborative power of LS, it is important to note that three of them said nothing about that 

aspect of LS impact. It is difficult to assign further meaning to this non-response beyond it 

indicating that they were not inclined to comment. Based on the accounts of eight participants, 

I am providing four aspects of the power of their teamwork that they felt through LS. 

4.4.1.4.1 More Fruitful Outcomes through Collaboration during Common Planning Time  

Teachers were not unfamiliar with the Common Planning Time (CPT) actually, because they 

had been used to formulating CPT according to their time availability for CLP, but the 

frequency and outcome of CPT was not as good as that of LS. In other words, it did not provide 

enough time for focused and ongoing discussions that resulted in valuable output, and simply 

having limited time set aside for CPT did not make a difference in the way a team should 

function. Conversely, teachers invested at least six hours per week in CPT for LS, and the 

discussion in LS produced fruitful outcomes. 

Facing the common teaching content and goals, teachers did not plan in isolation; 

instead, they thought about problems from multiple angles together, and eventually arrived at 

the most optimal solution. Li said frankly that it was not easy for everyone to find a common 

time to sit down and have a meeting. If there was such an opportunity and enough time at their 

disposal, everyone was actually happy to share and collaborate. Li mentioned that as an 

experienced teacher, she had relatively more teaching skills and techniques to share with peers, 

especially with new teachers in urgent needs of learning. However, she admitted that there were 

some moments that her confusion with teaching could not be addressed promptly.  Du’s 

accounts represented the group members’ feelings: 

During the Common Planning Time, I can gain knowledge not only from the research 

lesson itself, but also from my colleagues, which helps me improve my teaching 

practice. In the future, I plan to go to my colleagues’ classrooms to observe more, ask 

my colleagues more, and discuss with them more.  (Du) 
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4.4.1.4.2 Experiencing Equality and Collegiality 

This LS practice provided the opportunity for the teachers to make decisions together, and 

teachers experienced a sense of equality and achievement from the collegiality. Without a 

leader in all of the LS groups, teachers designed teacher-led initiatives themselves. They did 

not worry about taking responsibility for any decisions individually, because it was the whole 

group that made the decision for the teaching. In such a way, teachers felt safe to convey any 

innovative ideas or even potentially ‘outside of the box’ thinking. Fang described her relief in 

the post-LS interview: 

In the past, I dared not express my views in meetings, because I was afraid of making 

mistakes, and I was afraid that my ideas were too naive to cause everyone to laugh. 

Differently, LS did not involve that style of leadership. Everyone in the group was 

equal. Even if I made a mistake, no one criticized me. On the contrary, the other group 

members would help me solve the problem. (Fang) 

4.4.1.4.3 Highlighted Individual Sense of Value and Worth 

Collaboration in the LS practice shed light on the individual teacher’s value and worth through 

the involved task distribution and sharing. Teachers shared the task of editing teaching 

materials, sharing resources, exchanging ideas, providing constructive proposals and efficient 

resolutions throughout the LS practice. Each of these contributions reflected the individual 

teacher’s commitment, conviction, wisdom, confidence, and strengths. When the individual 

teacher’s ideas and practices were shown to be “feasible or effective” in the classroom, her 

personal value was fully demonstrated in public and affirmed by their peers. The LS provided 

them with a stage to demonstrate their professional their professional ability in a number of 

different ways. Xiang happily expressed her joyful mood in the third post-reflection meeting: 

I didn’t realize by myself that I had many advantages. My colleagues pointed out them 

for me in different occasions. More importantly, after the joint optimization of the 

lesson plan, the classroom teaching effect was indeed much better, and the students 

liked me more. This made me very encouraged. (Xiang) 
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4.4.1.4.4 Closer Interpersonal Relationship and Enhanced Team Cohesiveness  

The interpersonal relationship between teachers and collective cohesion within the group was 

increased through the collaboration of LS. In this LS learning community, teachers discussed, 

asked for advice humbly, complimented and corrected together to solve practical problems. At 

the same time, during this CPT they met intensively to share worries, anxiety, complaints, and 

joys which resonated on an emotional level with the other teachers. The LS learning community 

was full of laughter every time. They admitted that before the LS activities, they had not made 

a habit of learning together with their colleagues, and had never been so close to their 

colleagues. Tang expressed her feeling in this CPT: 

Because we had dedicated time to sit down and communicate with colleagues more, we 

became more united. It is necessary for colleagues to form groups to communicate and 

share teaching regularly. (Tang)  

4.4.1.5 Building the Awareness of Lesson Study and Popularizing Interdisciplinary 

Lesson Study  

The teachers expressed in the post-LS interviews that they had experienced the value of LS 

after personally practicing LS into their daily teaching, especially compared with the previous 

CLP. Their awareness of LS had naturally been established and started to be rooted in their 

teaching practices, which even aroused their interest in promoting the use of LS within the 

context of other academic disciplines at their university.  

On the one hand, the teachers expressed that it was necessary to continue this LS model 

in their own practical teaching in the future, and to extend it to other colleagues, and even to 

the entire foreign language school. They clearly realized that the previous CLP was only the 

sharing of course materials, but lost a discussion step, which was seen as the “soul” of joint 

lesson planning. Regarding the implementation of the LS model throughout the foreign 

language school, everyone undoubtedly affirmed its necessity and was full of confidence 

regarding its prospects for success, but they were also aware of the factors that hindered its 

feasibility: for example, are other teachers willing to take the time to discuss the teaching 

problems in a group? Are they willing to demonstrate their classroom teaching? Would they 

like to share their experiences? Liu shared her thoughts about this:  
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I have experienced LS by myself and benefited from it. In the future, I will lead the 

entire College English teaching department to implement it. However, the most difficult 

thing, I think, is to get a group of like-minded teachers together for a meeting and 

discussion. Nevertheless, I personally plan to take time to communicate with teachers 

as much as possible, even if it is not a formal meeting, teaching exchanges are still 

indispensable. (Liu) 

On the other hand, two participating teachers not only expressed their willingness to 

apply LS into and their own English teaching area of expertise, but also planned to promote 

the LS model across majors in the form of inviting experts to guide and organize it, or teachers 

acting as researchers. Qian expressed her strong desire to spread this teacher-learning model: 

I think the LS model is worth popularizing. I am also interested in trying to conduct LS 

in other courses, and even cross-majors or cross-disciplines, such as the ideological and 

political education of language and culture courses. (Qian) 

Qian took her course as an example to illustrate the feasibility of interdisciplinary 

popularizing of LS. She pointed out that College English teachers were good at teaching 

English language, but were not proficient in ideological and political education. If there was 

an expert in ideological and political to guide and organize an LS program, then the ideological 

and political education in language and culture course might achieve better results. 

Alternatively, Qian said that the individual teacher could also act as a researcher and organizer 

to conduct LS activities in a group of teachers, by observing the demonstration teacher’s 

classroom teaching, supervising and intervening in their teaching and learning process, which 

might also have some beneficial effects on every other individual of the group. 

The data indicates that the participants established a clear awareness of LS after 

benefiting from it through their personal experiences, became more aware of the key factors in 

organizing and implementing LS in their teaching practices, and even started to conceive of 

extending the LS model to a broader field than their own discipline.  

4.4.1.6 Stimulated Research Enthusiasm for Creating Research Communities 

Seven of the 11 teachers reported that conduction of LS had stimulated their interest in teaching 

research for their professional development and professional title promotion. They admitted 

that their previous research was mostly out of touch with teaching, because Chinese universities 

generally paid more attention to research in the evaluation of teachers’ professional titles, and 
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it was not easy to measure teachers’ teaching achievement. This policy orientation made 

teachers seldom think more about their own teaching practice, and therefore rarely established 

the awareness of getting research inspiration and topics from teaching work. Being aware that 

they were short of pedagogical theories, the teachers proposed to create a research community 

to enhance their learning of pedagogical theories and conduct more multi-dimensional research 

based on their teaching practices.  

First of all, the interviewees admitted that the communication between group members 

in the LS mode could indeed stimulate their thinking in research and inspire their interest in it, 

which is illustrated with reference to the minutes of the second reflection meeting of Group A. 

When discussing how to evaluate or give feedback to students’ presentations, the 

teachers in Group A generally felt that their teacher vocabulary in English was poor and teacher 

language was very limited, which made them feel powerless. Both Wu and Wang pointed out 

that one of the biggest difficulties faced by English teachers as a whole was that they were not 

native English speakers, and it was difficult to improve their language authenticity. In response 

to this problem, Xiang came up with an idea: why not watch multiple lessons of foreign 

teachers on the online Open Class platforms to naturally learn the teacher language? This 

proposal aroused everyone’s interest. Xiang continued to point out that their group could do 

some research on this topic, analyzing the language of those online native speaker teachers by 

collecting corpus from multiple public classes. She said that by looking for what the native 

teachers said at the beginning of the lesson, what they said at the end, and how they responded 

to students’ performance including presentations, researchers could clarify a more standardized 

teacher’s classroom discourse. This proposal opened up the thinking of several other team 

members, and the practical problems in teaching promoted everyone’s research awareness. 

Xiang disclosed in the interview after the meeting: 

Research ideas did not come out of thin air, but appeared in the course of doing LS. In 

fact, I gradually discovered that teaching and research are inseparable. (Xiang) 

Li recognized that the discussions on teaching methods could help improve classroom 

efficiency, not only to enhance the image of teachers in the minds of students, but also to give 

a lot of inspiration to teaching research. After the LS program, she mentioned her plan for 

future teaching research: 

The more I discuss in the LS meetings, the more I can find research topics. This has 

inspired my enthusiasm for research. After this period of LS, I am going to study 
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“reading circles” in depth, do class observations, questionnaire and surveys, and student 

interviews; anyway, do a solid research. (Li) 

Secondly, facing many problems and challenges in the teaching process, teachers were 

aware of the complementarity of teaching and research, and also realized the necessity of 

establishing a research community to strengthen knowledge of teaching pedagogy and put 

research methods into practice. Wang reflected that due to pressing time constraints, this had 

led to her doing the bare minimum with regards to doing research related to teaching. She 

admitted that the amount of time that she invested in learning teaching pedagogy was far from 

enough and there was an urgent need for a community to further her own teaching education. 

Xiang responded that there was no other shortcut, except continuous learning. Xiang said that 

she racked her brains in terms of teaching content and teaching design, but her teaching theory 

had always been inadequate. She described: 

This LS example made me more aware of the importance of the pedagogical theory. I 

need to keep pace with the times, read more literature, and expand my theoretical 

foundation, so that the actual teaching will be more diversified. (Xiang) 

Thirdly, the effect of LS on teachers’ research consciousness was not only reflected in 

their conception of creating a research community, but also in teachers’ consciousness and 

ideas of seeking to recharge their professional knowledge and upgrade their academic 

qualifications. Wu talked about future plans for improving her research capabilities: 

I consider going abroad to be a visiting scholar for a period of time, to strengthen oral 

English, especially the accuracy of classroom language, and to learn some new teaching 

methods and teaching research methods, especially on how to mobilize students to learn 

and how to carry out classroom teaching more effectively. (Wu) 

The mentality of the interviewees above shows that participating teachers are aware of 

the complementary nature of teaching and research. The initiation and development of LS 

further stimulated their awareness and enthusiasm for research, and shed light on their 

deficiencies in research too at the same time, which in turn prompted them to propose practical 

countermeasures and plans.  
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 Negative Impact 

While LS appeared to have been a positive experience for most of the 11 teachers, some of 

them indicated that it had negative impact in the context of their routine teaching practices. 

Three of 11 teacher interviewees (Du, Qian and Tang) reported that they had not experienced 

the negative influence of this LS program from beginning to end at all, while the other eight 

participants pointed out bluntly that it more or less had an unsatisfactory effect on their work 

or their mental state. According to the thematic analysis of the Post-LS interview transcripts, 

the negative impact of LS generally exists in the following three main aspects shown in Figure 

4.8. 

 

Figure 4.8  

 

Negative Impact of Lesson Study on Teacher Professional Development 

 

Overall, teachers became more distracted by excessive ideas generated in LS 

discussions which lowered the self-esteem of the particular teachers without contributing 

constructive ideas to the group. It is necessary to state that self-esteem is a multifaceted 

construct, and the LS program had a positive aspect on some facets, and a negative impact on 

others. The unified lesson plans with less flexibility were felt by several teachers to be like 

performing a script. Teachers did not give critical comments on others for fearing of causing 

offence or losing face themselves.     
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4.4.2.1 More Distraction Caused by Excessive Ideas 

The biggest negative impact that teachers reported the most was closely related to the main 

positive impact brought by the LS practice, namely, the expanded thinking and generation of 

ideas. Teachers’ exchanges within the group produced countless sparks of thought, novel ideas 

and countermeasures, diversified lesson design, teaching methods, student management, 

evaluation, rewards and punishment measures, which opened the teachers’ horizons and ended 

up with abundant outcomes. Such a positive impact was witnessed by all eleven teachers and 

nobody denied it. However, in the view of four teachers, the number of opinions generated in 

the LS meetings was beyond the scope that they could digest and adopt, leaving them with no 

choice and affecting their own thinking about teaching. 

Fang and Li affirmed the enlightening effect of other teachers’ ideas on them, but at the 

same time pointed out that they also had their own understanding and design of the lesson. 

They said that so many ideas and opinions from others had disrupted their thinking about 

teaching to some degree that they had fallen into a dilemma of not knowing how to choose or 

whether they should keep some parts of their original design or not. Wang also reported this 

same sense of confliction: 

I think every teacher’s idea has merit. I have received a lot of different information 

about the same teaching content in a short period of time, and sometimes I feel at a loss 

and don’t know how to teach the best. (Wang) 

On the one hand, as an old Chinese saying goes, “the benevolent see benevolence, and 

the wise see wisdom”. Everyone thinks in his way. Everyone has divergent opinions on how to 

deal with the same research lesson. The diversification of solutions had caused several teachers 

to fall into a situation where they did not know how to judge and choose. This kind of feedback 

shows that how to absorb the experience of other teachers while completing their own teaching 

design is an urgent problem for teachers to solve. 

On the other hand, more constructive ideas emerged in the active discussion of the 

group, which made the proposer of constructive ideas appreciated and admired by others, but 

it also dampened the self-esteem of several teachers, especially those who did not work long 

time or did not have much professional experience. When comparing their own teaching plans 

and aims with those of the other teachers, several teachers felt that they had not done a good 

job in many respects. Consequently, they experienced feelings of inferiority and an 
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unwillingness to communicate in the course of group discussions. Zhang described her mental 

state as follows: 

After observing Xiang’s lessons and communicating with other teachers, I felt 

frustrated on that my class method was too bad and I didn’t do well in the past. (Zhang) 

To sum up, expanded ideas generated by the group through the LS practice is a double-

edged sword, which allows teachers not only to broaden their minds and improve confidence 

in teaching, but also to be distracted by too many choices of proposals and resolutions in 

teaching, and even lower the self-esteem of several teachers to some degree. 

4.4.2.2 Less Flexibility Caused by Acting a Play Script  

The second negative impact is related to the unification and immobilization of teaching plans. 

Two teachers reported in the post-LS interviews that when they implemented the lesson plans, 

it was a bit like interpreting or acting a prepared play script. However, they sometimes had to 

unexpectedly deviate from the lesson plan due to unexpected reactions from students or had to 

rush ahead in order to keep to the strict class time schedule, or even ended the class in a hurry. 

This problem is reflected in the following aspects. 

First of all, the teachers’ teamwork resulted in a unified lesson plan, which integrated 

everyone’s creativity, in the form of extremely rich content, copious information, carefully 

designed teaching steps and precise time allocation, down to the very minute. Nevertheless, 

because the preparation of the lesson plan was too precise and the design was too detailed, the 

real-classroom implementation lacked flexibility. Xiang pointed out that the teaching activity 

was not performing a script, and its dynamic nature determined that the teacher needed to 

handle teaching plans more flexibly. She said: 

Teaching is a dynamic activity. After all, the lesson cannot be performed in full 

accordance with the script. (Xiang) 

Secondly, the teachers acknowledged that a unified lesson plan was indeed necessary 

for new teachers and inexperienced teachers who needed to practice step by step in accordance 

with the lesson plan. However, as their teaching experience becomes more and more abundant, 

teachers’ countermeasures to students’ response in the classroom would tend to be sufficient 

and diversified, and it would be easier and more flexible for them to control the classroom. 

This problem was related to the individual teacher’s teaching experience. 
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In addition, due to the abundant teaching content they prepared together, teachers often 

rushed in pace, or had to make trade-offs on the teaching content in a hurry, which might not 

attain the expected ideal teaching effect. Wu mentioned in the reflection meeting of the first 

research lesson that because the self-introduction section was designed so meticulously, the 

listening practice part hastily ended. She reflected: 

I followed the plan we discussed step by step to teach. The first half part of the self-

introduction design contained a lot of content which I wasted so much time in, due to 

that I was not capable of controlling over the students’ on-the-spot reaction, that I did 

not finish teaching the second half part “listening”. (Wu) 

With regard to the reduced teaching effects brought about by the mechanical 

implementation of uniform teaching plans, teachers themselves realized that they needed to 

reflect on the previously mentioned questions: Are the teaching foci not prominent enough? 

Have we succeeded in taking priority in teaching focus when designing the lesson?  

4.4.2.3 Less Criticism for Fearing of Causing Offence or Losing Face 

The third negative impact involves “face” (self-esteem or dignity) in the discussion or 

interaction, and, as aforementioned, discussion is one of the focal points of implementing LS. 

Teaching plan discussions and post-teaching reflections involved in teacher meetings require 

high-quality in-depth interaction, including active and enthusiastic talking, agreement, 

disagreement, judgement, criticism, and argument, which spurs everyone on for in-depth 

thinking about the issue. If this requirement is not met, LS will be of low quality, from which 

the teachers will not gain much, or their professional abilities will not be developed. 

Two teachers revealed in the post-LS interview that they were afraid of embarrassing 

others and themselves during the discussion in the teacher meetings, so they became more and 

more silent in the later period. According to their accounts, the face problem is divided into 

two situations. 

First, they were worried that their outspokenness will invisibly offend their colleagues 

and make them lose face. Li admitted that it was not an annoying thing to be observed teaching 

by colleagues, because through the progress of the demonstration teacher, they witnessed that 

that criticism helped progress and compared with agreement and compliments, critical opinions 

were generally/culturally perceived as being more helpful. However, as the most experienced 

teacher, she was afraid that her own opinions and criticisms would hurt others’ face and affect 
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their emotions, which caused her fewer comments in the later stage of the LS practice. She 

described: 

Chinese people tend to save face on many occasions, especially in front of colleagues; 

it is easy to offend them unconsciously. Every time I gave an opinion, I remind myself 

of talking less. So, you might have seen that I had fewer and fewer comments and 

critical opinions later, and even showed duplicity between my mouth and my mind at 

times. (Li) 

Second, they were worried that their opinions were either uninformed or incorrect that 

they might lose face in front of the colleagues. Zhang was a representative of this group of 

people. They were active listeners who rarely took the initiative to put forward their own 

opinions and objections, which was mainly caused by their personality, habits, and lack of 

professional self-confidence. Introverted and quiet, they preferred active listening in their daily 

learning, assisted with non-verbal responses, such as eye contact, nodding and smiling, making 

up notes, echoing the meaningful and valuable parts of the others in discussion, but they rarely 

criticized and pointed out the deficiencies of others. Although they might have ideas in their 

mind, they remained silent in the group discussion most of the time. They were afraid of 

incurring contempt or questioning from colleagues and losing face due to their immature ideas, 

especially facing colleagues with more working experience than themselves. This kind of 

“face” problem plagued Zhang with regard to her engagement in discussion. Zhang said: 

I don’t like to be pushy; I’m very introverted. I prefer to listen. I’m afraid of making a 

mistake when commenting others and I will be embarrassed by saying something wrong. 

(Zhang) 

Through interviews, it was found that the “face” psychology had a negative effect on 

teacher participation. Teachers either had constructive opinions in their hearts but were 

unwilling to publicize and criticize others due to fearing of causing embarrassment, or they 

worried that their ideas were immature and thus they would lose “face” in front of their 

colleagues. Both ways of thinking reduced the effectiveness of the discussion of LS.  
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4.5 Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have produced contextualized accounts of research findings for the 

three research questions related to the LS practice after analyzing the interview and observation 

data from participants. 

Section 4.2 focuses on the characteristics of an LS approach by comparing differences 

between CLP and LS from five viewpoints: 1) CLP produced a rough form or framework of a 

teaching plan while LS generated feasible teaching plans; 2) CLP practice proceeded in an 

ambiguous and random way while LS had more specific and in-depth practice of all the 

teaching steps; 3) CLP was held irregularly and lacked long-term and systematic planning of 

lessons while LS was a continuing practice with a long-term goal, implemented on a regular 

basis; 4) CLP focused on producing the resources needed for the coursework like teaching 

materials and documents while LS valued the process of group planning, observation and 

reflection; and 5) In CLP practice, teachers prepared lessons from the perspective of teachers 

themselves while LS practice put the students’ needs, engagement and responses as the focus. 

The findings on the first research question provided new perspectives on the characteristics of 

LS in a way of comparison with CLP. Through focusing on these specific five perspectives, 

this research summarized the five superior characteristics of LS to CLP. This comparative 

analysis helps to understand what LS is and how it works. 

Section 4.3 hones in on and analyses what the teachers learned and developed in the LS 

learning community. Overall, LS enriched the teachers’ teaching knowledge or theory on the 

one hand, and improved their teaching repertoire on the other hand. Specifically, the 

improvement of their practical teaching repertoire through the LS practice was shown in their 

prioritization of teaching content and focus based on the nature and objective of the course, 

and teaching design or conception. Their enhanced competence in teaching design or 

conception was evident in six key respects: student competence and engagement, orderliness 

and logic of teaching steps, classroom activity and assignment design, question design, use of 

textbook, PPT and blackboard, and time allocation. 

These findings on the second question of what teachers learned provided more micro 

observations on teachers’ development during the LS practice. In addition to investigating 

teachers’ development in terms of classroom pedagogical content knowledge and repertoire 

that most studies did, my research zoomed-in every tiny aspects of the teachers’ changes in 
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teaching and learning. Echoing with the previous studies, the teachers’ development in time 

allocation and thinking about students’ factors in the course of lesson design were found. 

However, the teachers’ development in orderliness and logic of teaching steps, use of textbook, 

PPT and blackboard, and question design were first detected in LS research. 

Section 4.4 summarizes and elaborates the positive and negative impact of the LS 

practice on teacher professional development in detail. Six positive aspects and three negative 

aspects of LS impact are extracted from the data as listed. 1) Inspired by peer models who acted 

as motivators in the LS learning community, teachers firstly generated a strong motivation in 

learning; 2) They then expanded their teaching ideas and skills through observing and talking 

to other LS members, which inspired them to have active discussions that involved much deep 

thinking. During the course of LS program, teachers gave more focus on students’ engagement, 

response and feedback and learned more student management techniques as well as more 

knowledge about information technology; 3) Teachers became more self-reflective through 

collaborative reflections when they attempted to view themselves as their colleagues might see 

them. They created an internal reflective system, from a perceptual level to a rational level. 

Such reflection practice ignited the spark of their interest in teaching research; 4) Teachers felt 

the power of collaboration and collegiality while creating a sense of value and worth through 

common planning time, contributing to closer interpersonal relationships and enhanced team 

cohesiveness; 5) They started to build an awareness of LS and even conceive of popularizing 

the use of LS at an interdisciplinary level; and 6) The entire LS practice stimulated their 

research enthusiasm and vision for creating a research community to extend LS collaborative 

learning model into other areas. The three negative aspects of LS are reflected in: 1) Teachers 

becoming more distracted from excessive ideas generated in LS discussions which lowered the 

self-esteem of particular teachers without contributing constructive ideas to the group; 2) The 

unified lesson plan with less flexibility was implementing by some teachers like performing a 

play script; and 3) Teachers did not give critical comments on others due to fearing of causing 

offence or losing face. 

These findings on the focal research question of what impact LS made on teacher 

professional development are partly similar to those of the most previous studies (see Section 

2.5), in that the LS approach impacted teachers positively to the most part, especially in terms 

of collaboration, reflection and teachers’ confidence. However, what is particularly remarkable 

is that peer models played a crucial motivating role in the teachers’ learning process, and their 

function as motivators was fully reflected in this research. In addition, the negative impacts 
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like more distraction caused by the excessive ideas and less flexibility caused by acting a play 

script are new findings in the context of tertiary EFL teachers in China. 

In the next Discussion chapter, I aim to unearth the implications of this LS research 

with regard to LS effectiveness and sustainability, in policy, and in theory. I also propose a 

development prospect for LS practice and then clarify the research limitations. 
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Chapter 5 Discussion 

5.1 Introduction 

The findings of this research on an embedded professional development model Lesson Study 

(LS) in a Chinese university within the context of China educational reforms to the subject of 

College English bring to the foreground five main discussion points: a) implications for the 

effectiveness and sustainability of LS practice; b) implications for policy; c) implications for 

theory; d) prospects for LS; and e) limitations for this research. These points are discussed in 

detail in the following sections. 

5.2 Implications for the Effectiveness and Sustainability of 

Lesson Study Practice 

This LS research, carried out within the context of College English teaching in a Chinese 

university, examines the impact of LS on the teachers’ professional development, which makes 

the implications for the effectiveness and sustainability of LS practice based on the findings. I 

highlight the four focal factors (teacher, organizer, researcher and time) in Figure 5.1 that either 

support or hinder the effectiveness of teacher professional development through the 

implementation of LS and offer some insights that might influence the sustainable 

implementation of LS practice in teachers’ routines. 
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Figure 5.1  

 

Implications for the Effectiveness and Sustainability of Lesson Study Practice 

 

As illustrated in the above chart, teacher members with a common conviction and a 

sustained commitment to LS are the foundation for LS practice. The feasibility, effectiveness, 

and sustainability of LS practice are more likely if assisted by the support of organizers and 

experts and a timetable based on participants’ availability.   

 Teacher Participants with Common Conviction and Sustained 

Commitment Forming a Learning Community 

LS occurs in communities and entails collaborative learning among a group of people. Learning 

in a community is a prerequisite for LS (Dudley, 2014). The teacher participants are the main 

body and real researchers with first-hand experience throughout LS as opposed to mere 

bystanders (Gu & Wang, 2003). LS focuses on teachers’ personal experiences and enables 

teachers to become researchers, constructors, and creators. LS awakens teachers’ subjective 

consciousness through collaborative work in a learning community. When talking with their 

peers, they receive professional guidance as they cooperate. Teacher participants are also an 

important training resource. Team members’ experiences, knowledge, teaching quality, and 

attitude are important to solving problems and helping each other. 
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Therefore, the characteristic of the teachers participating in LS groups is a crucial factor 

that determines whether LS practice is effective. It is of utmost importance that all team 

members have enthusiasm and a firm conviction to become good teachers. They must also have 

a common understanding of teaching reforms, a common goal to improve or forge themselves, 

and a willingness to take time to achieve their goals through a commitment to meeting regularly. 

Therefore, this is another prerequisite to the successful development of this LS research.  

5.2.1.1 Teacher’s Awareness of Teaching Reform and Willingness to Step outside 

Their “Comfort Zone”  

An awareness of teaching reform and research and a willingness to step outside one’s comfort 

zone are the primary qualities of LS members. However, it is impossible to expect every teacher 

to do this. Therefore, one must question how to enable teachers to engage more in a series of 

teaching reforms represented by LS and how to mobilize their enthusiasm to keep up with the 

times? This is also a dilemma for the leaders of the college and university. According to the 

head of the School of Foreign Languages, it was difficult to organize teachers for intensive 

meetings and discussions in their daily teaching and research work. More often than not, 

teachers preferred to work alone. Although they knew that collective learning was rewarding, 

they still did not want to spend time on it. Some people had little understanding of the teaching 

reform, some avoided challenging studies, and others devoted more time and energy to their 

families—this was especially the case among female teachers who are expected to assume most 

child-raising responsibilities in the Chinese culture. In China, the workplace culture is such 

that the family gives way to work, and people tend to overcome family difficulties to complete 

the prescribed work. Nevertheless, some teachers inevitably put less effort into their work. This 

shows the divergences of each teacher’s cognition and personal philosophy towards teaching 

and research.  

However, all the teacher participants of this LS study placed high demands on 

themselves and wanted to improve their professional practice. They all had a strong drive to be 

good teachers, and they were not afraid of the challenges of teaching reforms or the need to 

keep pace with the times. This was also the basis of their joining this LS research voluntarily. 

If this LS research had been assigned to teacher participants as a mandatory task, their 

motivation to participate might not be as strong as voluntary participation, which might have 

affected the LS practice. Fortunately, all teacher participants had personally experienced the 

impact of information technology on traditional classrooms and had explored both new 
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technologies and traditional classroom teaching. They had a clear understanding of the reform 

of College English teaching in the new era and were willing to accept challenges.  

Particularly, with the advent of the Internet, modern information technology has 

impacted the traditional College English teaching system. With the strong influence of online 

course resources such as Massive Online Open Class (MOOC) and Micro-Course Online Video, 

various new teaching methods, teaching techniques, and teaching modes (such as flipped 

classrooms, data-driven learning, mobile learning, ubiquitous learning, and virtual space) have 

emerged. 

These resources have sped up foreign language teaching informatization, which poses 

a challenge to teachers’ information technology capabilities. In addition to the traditional 

teacher-led abilities such as lectures, expositions, examples, explanations, and analysis, the 

college English classroom also relies on teachers’ other abilities, such as interactions, 

inspiration, arguments, comments, questions, cooperation, emergency responses, media 

applications, and network applications (Xia, 2007). Chen (2010) also pointed out that in the 

21st century, foreign language teachers should have a sense of reform, innovation, and lifelong 

learning that is compatible with the development of the new century. They should also have 

the knowledge needed to combine computer networks and foreign language courses. This 

includes the ability to make good use of living books online, the ability to select resources, the 

ability to design a good virtual environment, and the ability to learn information-based teaching 

methods. 

  Facing such frequent, rapid, and complex educational reforms, College English 

teachers naturally have a sense of conflict, pressure, anxiety, and even job burnout. To enable 

teachers to keep up with the times, policymakers need to cultivate teachers’ learning 

philosophies from the top down. At the same time, teachers need to be aware of the crisis of 

lagging behind new innovations and step out of their comfort zone with a consciousness of 

autonomous life-long learning (Zhang & Liu, 2018). Meanwhile, college leaders need to create 

more opportunities for teachers to grasp this new knowledge and help them embrace the ever-

changing teaching skills in this new era. For example, they should establish an LS group 

through the construction of online courses, which may reform College English teaching and 

the professional development of teachers. 
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5.2.1.2 Asymmetry of Teachers’ Engagement, Development, Learning Needs and 

Learning Opportunities within the LS Group   

As this research shows, the two LS groups have quite different features in terms of member 

configuration and learning focal orientation. Even within the groups, there was asymmetry in 

teacher members’ knowledge reserves, practical experience, career development stages, 

pedagogical understandings, learning needs, learning opportunities, and corresponding 

learning effects. Heterogeneity among group members (listed in the following subsections) 

leads to an imbalance in teacher participation and development. This imbalance activates group 

interactive communication and promotes mutual improvement effectively through peer 

learning but also differentiates individual learning effects. 

5.2.1.2.1 Asymmetrical Pedagogical Content Knowledge and Research Capabilities  

Engagement in teaching and research varies from teacher to teacher, as do the development 

outcomes brought about by this difference. This is perceived from the researcher’s observations 

and revealed through the interview with the head of Foreign Language School and participating 

teachers (see Sections 4.3.1 and 4.3.2). Fortunately, the teachers, all of whom participated in 

LS voluntarily, are willing to advance their knowledge by engaging in continuous learning. 

However, levels of individual awareness and the ability to reform and engage in self-criticism 

are not always the same (see Sections 4.4.1.4 and 4.4.2.3). Putting aside the burden of family 

and other work affairs and sacrificing their spare time for LS teaching reform and research, 

teachers are restricted in the development space by their own current pedagogical content 

knowledge and research capabilities. For example, for LS to be effective, teachers need to have 

a spirit of critical interrogation, as this challenges their cognitive ability, subject matter 

knowledge, teaching knowledge, professional dispositions, and critical and reflective 

capability. Insufficient pre-knowledge reserves, weak research capabilities, and a lack of 

awareness leave teachers unable to focus on the problems that emerge in LS. They will also be 

unable to put forward targeted opinions. As a result, they will find it difficult to adhere to 

standardized and appropriate teaching and research design practices. Therefore, they may fail 

to fully realize the expected outcomes of LS practice, which is not conducive to their 

professional growth.  

The main reason for this asymmetry, as the school head revealed, is that relatively few 

of the 11 participating teachers received rigorous research training. Only one of them had a 



173 

 

doctoral degree; the other ten have Master’s degrees. However, as a tacit census among Chinese 

practitioners, the school head highlighted that teaching is a work of conscience, and the 

investment in teaching is a bottomless pit. That is, no matter how much a teacher invests, it is 

sometimes difficult to see immediate benefits. Based on this, teachers’ motivation to engage in 

LS and the extent of their pedagogical knowledge and research abilities affect their learning 

effects, which, in turn, affects the effectiveness of LS. 

5.2.1.2.2 Asymmetrical Individual Learning Needs  

The individual differences between teachers, for example, different educational backgrounds, 

teaching experiences, and teaching styles—mirror the different learning needs and learning 

effects of individual teachers in LS collective learning. For instance, the learning needs of a 

novice teacher are not the same as those of an experienced teacher because they are at different 

stages in their professional development. Within LS groups, experienced teachers often act as 

mentors to new teachers (see Section 4.4.1.1). When new teachers are supported by 

experienced teachers, the learning needs of the experienced teachers may not be met (see 

Section 4.4.1.4.1). In such a circumstance, expert intervention and guidance may be needed to 

fill the gap in teachers’ different learning needs. 

5.2.1.2.3 Balance between Individual Learning Needs and Collective Learning Needs  

A close examination of the two LS groups of teachers revealed that the individual teachers 

develop and construct their own learning in a collaborative context. Meanwhile, the individual 

learning needs and collective learning needs are sometimes asymmetrical. As described in 

Section 4.4.2.2, a detailed, unified lesson plan was the expected product of collective learning. 

While this plan may have suited the needs of new teachers, it may have been insufficient for 

experienced teachers. This notion is echoed by Saito (2012), who mentions that joint planning 

does not mean ignoring the uniqueness of each teacher, whereas scaling up the activity of the 

individual teacher (like the demonstration teacher) causes the other teachers to disconnect from 

LS practices (see Section 2.5.1). 

Salomon and Perkins (1998) argue that even in the context of social cooperation, 

attention must be paid to the balance between individual and collective learning models. For 

example, in LS practice and research, teachers might need additional flexibility and autonomy 

to make decisions and develop their own LS procedures and approaches so that the 
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collaborative structure can satisfy their collective and personal learning needs. This indicates 

that in the LS practice, specific organizational methods might need to be de-emphasized (as 

well as the specific procedures of the teaching links in a highly unified lesson plan). Instead, 

teachers should be given more autonomy and flexibility to make decisions and negotiate their 

activity designs and procedures. This way, their LS collaborative approaches can more 

effectively simultaneously meet collective and individual learning needs. 

When the scale of LS is expanded to the entire college, school, inter-school, or region—

and when it becomes routine rather than a one-off intervention—it may be necessary to 

consider some practical issues. Such issues are related to balancing the learning needs of the 

individual and team, department, school, college, or other higher organizations. 

5.2.1.2.4 Asymmetrical Individual Learning Opportunities  

The different participation methods of LS group members generate unique learning 

opportunities. This research also reveals findings regarding how teachers developed their 

learning within the context of collaboration. The opportunity to be a demonstration teacher 

seems to connect to the multi-faceted learning reported by Xiang and Qian (see Section 4.4.1.4). 

For example, the two demonstration teachers had far more learning opportunities than the other 

teachers who acted as observers. This was because every aspect of their teaching plan and 

performance was discussed multiple times and optimized in the follow-up cycles by the whole 

group. These processes helped the demonstration teachers to reap tangible or visible fruits of 

gradual improvement. Such a benefit was also confirmed by the researcher during the 

interviews with the demonstration teachers.  

5.2.1.3 Peer Model-Driven Mechanism  

This LS practice was entirely completed by teacher participants as the main body of this 

practical activity, with no intervention or supervision from superior leaders or guidance from 

experts in education. Instead, the colleagues themselves designed teaching plans and then 

taught, discussed, reflected, modified, optimized, and re-interpreted the research lessons. 

Focusing on the learning process of each individual at a close distance generated an 

interesting finding: colleagues became their own role models for learning, supporting and 

contributing to each other’s progress. This role model is not a fixed person or group of people 

in the LS group; every individual group member is a role model to others. When they show 
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their attitude, spirit, wisdom, inspiration, and creativity at certain moments during LS learning, 

they become a role model in the eyes of the other colleagues. That is to say, for example, a 

teacher may play a mentor role (Xu & Pedder, 2014) when designing leading-in activities and 

in any other areas of their strengths, but may take a more explicit role as learner when reflecting 

in the collaboration. The merits or good characteristics hidden in each LS group member 

become the motivation for each teacher to conduct the LS program smoothly (see Section 

4.4.1.1).  

The two demonstration teachers in this research had more opportunities than the other 

teachers for multi-faceted displays or exposure, as their teaching was the focus of observations 

and discussions. With these additional opportunities, these teachers’ strengths were analyzed 

in great depth. These strengths may have motivated the other teachers to catch up or directly 

follow them and then absorb, digest, accumulate, and internalize their strengths. 

This implicit peer-driven mechanism provides mutual learning benefits for peers, 

transcending the relationship between superiors and subordinates. As Lamb (2015) 

summarized about peer learning of LS, when there are mutual spaces of learning between peers 

beyond formal hierarchical relationships with experts, teachers appreciate the reciprocal 

advantages of engaging in the LS activities. In this research, for example, teachers could 

directly use the jointly optimized lesson plans and other teaching resources that had been 

rehearsed and tested in peer classes. More importantly, the different critical and reflective 

angles of a teacher’s peers inspire that teacher to improve their lesson designs and provide them 

with opportunities for future LS practices. The participating teachers were all interested in the 

LS approach, but they had different motivations initially. Owing to peer-model-driven 

mechanism, the less motivated teachers became more engaged and more motivated. 

 Organizer and Expert Involvement in Lesson Study 

In addition to the participation of teachers who are the subjects of LS practice, one of the 

reasons underlying the smooth implementation of this LS practice is the involvement of an 

organizer—that is, the researcher—who has played a positive role in organizing activities 

throughout the LS process. At the same time, when teachers in the LS group face unresolved 

problems, they eagerly search for the answers and help from experts. This research highlights 

the influence and restriction of these two factors—organizer and expert—on the effectiveness 

and sustainability of LS.  
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5.2.2.1 Organizer 

One of the most important factors for the smooth implementation of LS is the organizer’s 

participation as a researcher. During a one-month LS practice, the organizer coordinated and 

tracked each link throughout the whole process, including setting up a workshop to impart 

knowledge of LS, observing six meetings for each group (including planning and reflecting 

meetings), observing the demonstration teachers’ research lessons, interviewing the 

demonstration teachers after each class, and interviewing each participant before and after the 

LS practice.  

Moreover, the organizer communicated with individual members at all times, seeking 

information related to each teacher’s teaching and learning experiences; their confusions, 

questions, and gains; and changes in their classroom teaching (while recording and 

summarizing those changes in time). The organizer also promptly corrected the deviated topics 

in the teachers’ meetings. These aspects are all mentioned in Section 4.2.1. In addition, in order 

to ensure the efficiency of LS and to avoid wasting time during teachers’ trips to canteens after 

class, the organizer deliberately coordinated the arrangement of food so that the teachers could 

have meals at the same time. During this time, the teachers often communicated their feelings 

and ideas about the research lessons they had just finished. These discussions allowed the 

organizer to collect data through their instant feedback. This process ensured that the 

participants could devote themselves to LS and promote its orderly and smooth progress (see 

Section 4.2.1). 

In the post-LS interviews, more than half of the 11 teachers revealed they had never felt 

so concerned about or had spent so much time with their colleagues in learning before the LS 

practical activity (see Section 4.4.1.4.4). They attributed this to the organizer’s meticulous 

organization. They respected the efforts of the organizer and other participants. They did not 

neglect or underestimate any detail, which also promoted their in-depth engagement. In 

particular, the two demonstration teachers pointed out the favorable experience that the 

conscientious organizer gave them. They also made it clear that they would invite an organizer 

to arrange and follow up on all aspects of LS throughout the process in the future. They even 

showed a willingness to act as organizers so that more of their colleagues could benefit from 

LS (see Section 4.4.1.5). 

The organizer’s overall planning and organization work allowed the participants of LS 

to enjoy the time with each other throughout the LS process, reduced the time required, 
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prevented discursive talk in unstructured group meetings, and made all activities compact and 

efficient. All of these factors guaranteed the effective development of LS. 

5.2.2.2 Experts 

Another factor that stands out in the present research to ensure the effectiveness and 

sustainability of LS is the involvement of experts. Teacher participants urgently need 

knowledgeable people or experts in content knowledge (subject matter knowledge) and 

pedagogical knowledge on many occasions. For example, experts are needed as teachers 

interpret textbooks when determining important and difficult points within the content, when 

they are choosing how to set up a class activity, when they cannot reach a complete agreement 

with their peers, and when their questions cannot be answered. It is also affirmed that mentors 

play a vital role in teacher-learners’ professional development (Cajkler & Wood, 2015; Lamb, 

2015; McDonald & Cater-Steel, 2017). Dudley (2014), Xu and Pedder (2014) pointed out that 

when experienced teachers can learn nothing from their younger counterparts, their learning 

needs input from experts. Fernández (2005) acknowledged the role of an influential outside 

advisor for teachers within the LS practice to overcome their knowledge limitations.  

Data generated from this research has revealed examples when the teachers’ demand 

for experts (see Section 4.4.1.5) is about to emerge. When encountering the following situations, 

the teachers were at a loss: 

a) When introduced to new textbooks, the teachers had divergent opinions about how 

to grasp the key points due to their diversified familiarity and interpretation of the 

textbooks.  

b) The teachers were wondering if they were controllers or guides of the class. The 

teachers encountered a contradiction regarding their role in the classroom. Specifically, 

they tended to let as many students as possible provide output, which means students 

did not receive sufficient feedback from teachers, as very limited time was allotted for 

any given lesson. 

c) The teachers racked their brains for how to effectively mobilize every student to 

engage in classroom activities.  

d) Teachers lacked teacher commentary on how to make comments and feedback and 

how to issue clear instructions. 
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e) The teachers had little knowledge about how to combine Internet technology and 

traditional classroom teaching to improve the effect of flipped classrooms when the 

supporting facilities were not yet perfect.  

In response to these problems, this research questions 1) whether the guidance of 

relevant experts can intervene in the LS practice; 2) whether it will help enlighten teachers; 3)  

whether the experts’ support can improve the efficiency of LS; 4) whether perfunctory 

comments by individuals who avoid offending peers can be prevented if the exports are 

involved in the LS practice. If collective discussions are only based on the individual teaching 

experiences rather than reasoned argumentation, then these questions cannot be answered, and 

any countermeasures will be limited to the cognition of the members of the group. This may 

hinder the long-term sustainability of LS, and it will be difficult for teachers to experience 

effective professional development. 

 Lesson Study Timetable Based on Common Availability  

Another factor that ensures the smooth development and successful completion of LS is having 

sufficient time (see Section 4.4.1.1). However, this is also one of the most restrictive factors 

affecting the effectiveness and sustainability of LS. This is because LS is rather time-

consuming (Cajkler et al., 2015; Gutierez, 2015; Saito, 2012).  

One of the participants of the present study, Wu, complained that she had to complete 

teaching tasks for 30 lessons a week, and the LS meetings placed a burden on her limited time 

(see Section 4.3.1). In this research, each group of teachers needed to set aside at least three 

blocks of at least two hours per week (in addition to their daily teaching) to meet for LS group 

meetings. It is not easy to make an LS timetable based on the availability of each group member 

because everyone’s teaching agenda is different, and their availabilities are diverse.  

It was fortunate that the teachers participating in the current research were willing to 

sacrifice their spare time, including weekends and holidays, to prepare for LS practice. 

However, if LS is continued as a routine activity, it is unclear whether the teachers’ attendance 

rate could be guaranteed and whether it is possible to create an LS calendar that meets 

everyone’s availability. LS requires teachers’ sustained commitment (Perry & Lewis, 2008), 

but finding time for LS is not easy for teachers (Demit et al., 2013). Teachers often have little 

free time (Xu & Pedder, 2014), and some are reluctant to attend LS meetings (Hall, 2013). To 

solve this problem, management might need to lighten teachers’ schedules.  
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According to teachers, in addition to teaching and research work, they are required to 

undertake many administrative and party meetings and complete tasks related to teacher re-

education, such as research lectures and teaching workshops, which take up a lot of their time. 

If this remains the case in the future, it is unlikely that additional long-term LS tasks will be 

feasible. Liu affirmed the positive effects of LS and expressed that it is necessary to embed the 

LS model into their teaching routines rather than making it a one-time experiment. However, 

Liu also pointed out that it would be very difficult for teachers to find the time for this and for 

the organizer to make a timetable for LS practice (see Section 4.4.1.5).  

If the time issue cannot be solved and teachers finally compromise to transform LS into 

sharing teaching materials, omitting the discussion—the core of collective learning—teachers 

can only return to the initial Collective Lesson Preparation. Under this circumstance, teachers 

will need managerial support to make time to sustain LS and improve its efficiency. 

5.3 Implications for Policy: Connecting Policy and LS Practice 

In this section, I consider two main aspects of the implications of this research for policy and 

leadership for providing systemic support to university teachers by reconstructing teachers’ 

work and empowering teachers to be researchers and autonomous lifelong learners in LS 

implementation in the context of College English teaching reform shown in the following chart 

(Figure 5.2). Specifically, this research first suggests creating LS learning communities and 

optimizing management mechanisms to reconstruct teachers’ work. Furthermore, this research 

suggests inviting experts to scaffold teachers’ learning in LS, supporting upgrades to teachers’ 

academic qualifications and further education, and providing lifelong regular teacher training 

to empower teachers. 
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Figure 5.2  

 

Implications for Policy: Connecting Policy and Lesson Study Practice 

 

 Restructuring Teachers’ Work and Optimizing Management 

Mechanisms for Their Lesson Study Learning Communities   

In order to forge a dynamic and concrete connection between policy and LS practice, the 

present research first suggests rethinking and reconstructing teachers’ work in two ways. The 

first way is to create LS learning communities to balance teachers’ teaching and research work. 

The second is to optimize management mechanisms and create a climate for collaboration.  

5.3.1.1 Creating LS Learning Communities to Balance Teacher’s Teaching Work and 

Research Work  

Policy reforms and support from a macro perspective are required to ensure that teachers dispel 

their worries and show enthusiasm for LS, as well as to expand the scope of continuous LS 

practice. As revealed in the interviews (see Section 4.4.1.6), the teachers who participated in 

this research faced the same dilemma as teachers who did not participate. Namely, in the 

context of creating a world-class university and improving its international ranking and 

reputation, the university they work for (like most other universities in China) emphasizes 

research and neglects teaching. This prevailing problem is manifested in the fact that the 

university professional assessment system is biased towards teachers who attain research 
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achievements. In other words, the career paths of teachers have little to do with their teaching 

work. This baton-style policy orientation forces university teachers to focus on research instead 

of teaching. It also causes a severe disconnect between their research and teaching. 

5.3.1.1.1 Imbalance between Teaching and Research Caused by Professional Assessment 

System 

The appointment and appraisal of teachers’ professional titles focus on research, which, in turn, 

has led university teachers to focus on research work while neglecting their teaching work. 

Among the qualifications for evaluating professional titles in colleges and universities, research 

papers, research projects, research funding, and academic monographs are mandatory 

regulations; all of these are considered indispensable. In contrast, teaching requirements are 

ultimately reflected in the completion of a certain amount of teaching work—for example, 260-

class hours of teaching per year for an associate professor. Universities’ evaluations of research 

are relatively objective and clear, while evaluations of teaching are difficult to quantify. Due 

to the traction of the professional assessment system, research papers, research projects, and 

thesis grades have become the focus of teachers; meanwhile, teaching is not paid much 

attention to by teachers. Such a job title evaluation policy is not advantageous to teachers with 

heavy teaching schedules (more than 20 class hours per week), especially those who, like the 

participating teachers in this research, are engaged in general English teaching. 

Like the evaluation mechanism described above, the incentive scheme encourages 

college teachers to emphasize research and disregard teaching. There are significant differences 

in incentives’ effects on teachers brought about by teaching and research investments. From 

the perspective of the effects of research and teaching investment and income, the cycle of 

teaching and talent training is time-consuming and associated with low productivity, while 

investments in research are relatively quick and yield high rewards like professional title 

promotion, a boost to a teacher’s academic reputation, and income growth. 

Such an internal professional assessment system in Chinese universities has caused 

conflicts, imbalances, and disconnects between teachers’ research work and teaching work. To 

change this situation, schools may need to reform their professional assessment system to give 

more rewards for teachers’ teaching work. Their teaching achievements should account for a 

larger percentage in the professional assessment system. Moreover, teachers themselves must 

think of ways to balance teaching and research, for which LS may provide new ideas. 
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5.3.1.1.2 Creating LS Learning Communities to Balance between Teaching and Research  

Helping teachers create LS learning communities may be an effective alternative to resolving 

the imbalance and disconnection between their teaching work and research work. Through 

collective mutual learning in this community, teachers find research topics from analyses and 

discussions on all dimensions of teaching, on which they can write research reports or develop 

research projects; ultimately, their research results can provide feedback on their teaching so 

that the two complement and promote one another. 

It might be worth establishing an LS team model to popularize LS and benefit more 

teachers. Such a model could utilize the power of peer role models to drive other teachers to 

join, thereby activating the enthusiasm of the entire college or school toward teaching and 

research. 

At the same time, the state and school education authorities should pay more attention 

to general English language teaching and research and create a favorable research climate for 

faculty. They can encourage teachers to engage in more in-depth teaching action research, case 

research, narrative research, and so on while avoiding LS that uses teaching as the starting point 

to become a one-time experiment. Once the leadership acknowledges teachers’ research results 

from their teaching through the LS learning community, teachers might be happier and more 

motivated to engage in teaching research. This research would improve College English 

teaching and reduce the currently severe disconnect between research and teaching. 

Once the tension between teaching and research is resolved, front-line teachers will 

inevitably devote more time and energy to teaching, update teaching content, create new 

teaching methods, change teacher roles, improve teaching and research abilities, and ultimately 

improve nationwide education and teaching overall.  

5.3.1.2 Optimizing Management Mechanisms and Creating a Climate for 

Collaboration 

LS restructures the work of teachers through the reformation of the professional assessment 

system. It also requires a long-term external guarantee as follows from leadership to improve 

the management and supervision system, provide hardware facilities and resources, offer 

financial subsidies, and establish a cooperative culture among the community. 

a) Set up a leadership team to exclusively serve the LS community.  
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Authorities need to organize and facilitate LS activities, and clarify teachers’ duties and 

responsibilities in LS practice, like the accountability that Paine and Fang (2006) mentioned 

when insiders fulfill the tasks to a school or classroom teaching. Arousing teachers’ research 

awareness and stimulating their enthusiasm to participate is important to ensure that LS is 

developed smoothly and has positive benefits. Dudley (2011) showed that key leaders and 

school faculty in the UK championed LS activity, through which networks across schools were 

built.  

b) Reduce the interference of administrative affairs to teachers and provide sufficient time for 

teachers to carry out LS.  

Ose and Sato (2000) reveal different kinds of administrative tasks that distract teachers from 

LS. Teachers’ teaching priority is often diluted by the non-teaching activities that the school 

demands (Evans, 1996; Lim et al., 2011). Because the routine work of College English teachers 

is time-consuming, teachers’ teaching must be balanced with research tasks (as well as other 

trivial administrative tasks during the construction of the LS system). At the same time, the 

quantity and frequency of LS meetings must be controlled while paying attention to quality in 

pursuit of superficial results. This would ensure that teachers can carry out LS quickly while 

also ensuring its effectiveness. 

c) Formulate a spiritually and economically rewarding funding mechanism to stimulate 

teachers’ engagement and creativity in LS.  

Although participation in LS mainly relies on teachers’ voluntariness, leadership can provide 

subsidies for teachers’ additional time investment in this collaborative learning. They can also 

provide prizes and additional financial rewards for teachers who make achievements in LS. 

Lim et al. (2011) mention that funding is needed to provide resources to aid inner-school and 

cross-school LS activities. 

d) Provide ample hardware resources and a logistic guarantee for the development of LS.  

Schools should arrange specific spaces (Lim et al., 2011) for teachers to have LS meetings and 

solve traffic-related problems (like the school commuter bus) to ensure their presence (Po Yuk, 

2011). Schools should also provide professional equipment or facilities such as computers, 

projectors, and cameras; adequate library resources; and network technological support.  

e) Build a cooperative, interactive, open, and orderly teaching and research culture within the 

LS learning community.  
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The school leadership team needs to create a friendly and positive atmosphere within and 

across the learning community and provide conditions that promote teachers’ collaborative 

work (Wells & Feun, 2007). On the one hand, teachers should share their curriculum 

philosophies, professional standards, teaching attitudes, methods for interacting with students, 

and actual teaching effects while remaining open-minded to others’ remarks and comments. 

On the other hand, when reflecting collaboratively, teachers need to give others polite and 

objective evaluations through bold questioning and criticism—they should avoid hiding their 

true thoughts for the sake of face (Yuan & Hu, 2018).  

 Empowering Teachers to Become Researchers and Autonomous 

Lifelong Learners  

It is important for schools to provide teachers with external guarantees and promotion 

mechanisms. Schools and leaders should also provide teachers with learning opportunities to 

enhance their internal teaching and research knowledge and abilities so they can become 

independent lifelong learners and research-led or expert teachers—this, after all, is the core 

driver of teacher’s professional development represented by LS. Education authorities may 

provide teachers with professional support in three primary ways: inviting experts, sponsoring 

teachers to upgrade their qualifications, and providing lifelong regular teacher training. 

5.3.2.1 Inviting Experts to Scaffold Teacher Learning in Lesson Study     

The first way to empower teachers to become researchers is to invite education experts or 

outside advisors who are engaged in educational research. These experts can scaffold teacher 

learning in the LS practice efficiently as I suggest in Section 5.2.2.2. This may also facilitate 

teachers’ professionalism, contributing to their becoming a research-producing teacher. 

Research lessons can effectively link teaching theory and teaching practice, encourage 

teachers to combine theory and practice, enable teachers to learn teaching theory based on 

practical problems, and show teachers how to theorize and systematize practical experience 

while using learning to promote the practice. The study of teaching theory and the 

systematization of teaching experience depends on the knowledge and abilities (including 

teaching and research abilities) of the members participating in LS. If the individuals in the 

learning community have only their own teaching experience but know little about teaching 

theories or research theories and methods, this goal is difficult to achieve. In this case, 
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participants have to rely on external forces, such as experts, including model teachers, 

curriculum specialists, university professors, scholars, educational technology experts, 

outstanding people in other disciplines, and even reimbursed retired principals (Lim et al., 

2011). 

Gu and Wang (2003) believe that basic curriculum-case lesson teaching-practical 

reflection is the only way to create experienced and expert teachers (Yang, 2007). Through LS, 

teachers can connect theory and practice. LS also requires teachers to adopt scientific 

verification methods and a rational attitude towards accumulating hypotheses and experiences, 

which helps teachers improve their research ability. By studying the laws behind the 

phenomenon of teaching, peers can collaboratively think, evaluate, and analyze in such a way 

their reflection ability improves. As a kind of theory through practice based on experience 

reflection—or a trend toward explanatory inquiry based on experience reflection—LS can 

enable teachers to integrate teaching and research into a continuous process of reflection. The 

improvement and the comprehensiveness of reflection content enable teachers to think, 

understand, and explain teaching practice issues from the perspective of researchers. This type 

of thinking, in turn, increases teachers’ practical wisdom; improves teachers’ theoretical 

understanding, research ability, and reflection ability; and enables teachers to gradually become 

expert teachers or research-producing teachers. 

If an expert group is established to provide online and offline consultation and guidance 

at any time for the LS learning community, it might accelerate the transformation of teachers 

into researchers. 

5.3.2.2 Sponsoring the Upgrading of Teacher’s Academic Qualifications and Further 

Education 

The second and most direct way for leadership to empower teachers is to sponsor them to 

upgrade their academic qualifications in the form of doctoral degree studies, academic visits, 

and self-directed learning.  

Unfortunately, with the recent policy changes in university degree admissions in China, 

many universities no longer admit part-time doctoral students, which means that in-service 

teachers have to abandon their current jobs if they want to pursue a doctoral degree. Faced with 

increasingly fierce competition and employment pressure, many College English teachers have 

to give up studying for a Ph.D. degree. Instead, short-term academic visits at home and abroad 
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and autonomous learning have become the choice of in-service teachers, like the teachers who 

participated in this research.  

Whether the teachers have sufficient motivation to carry out autonomous learning 

depends not only on the professional innovations of the teachers themselves but also on 

whether the national education departments and the university personnel departments give 

teachers more time and room for autonomy. It is also imperative that the authorities and 

leadership provide more opportunities for teachers to choose from for their professional 

development.  

5.3.2.3 Providing Lifelong Regular Teacher Training  

Third, schools must provide lifelong regular teacher training on teaching and research 

knowledge and skills, inculcating teachers with a sense of lifelong learning and constantly 

directing their professional development. As reported in the interviews by the participating 

teachers (see Section 4.3.1), the teacher training they received in the past was short-term, large-

scale, and lecture-style—as opposed to rather small-scale face-to-face workshops like LS—

which was not a one-time experiment but a continuous teaching routine. Teachers are lifelong 

learners who continually undergo professional development under the social constructivist 

context (see Section 2.2.3). Following Japanese patterns of lifelong learning (Bayrakci, 2009; 

Zhang & Liu, 2018), teacher training should focus on the long-term training of teachers’ 

abilities to analyze and understand courses, course design, and classroom observation. Teacher 

training should also focus on teachers’ abilities to propose research lessons for LS, collect and 

analyze data, and write reports of LS findings. Universities represented by the school in this 

thesis research can consider providing support for teacher development from the two aspects 

described as follows. 

To improve teachers’ teaching abilities, universities need to organize in-school training 

sessions for teachers. First of all, a department like a teacher development center can provide 

workshops for teachers throughout the school on topics such as teaching observation lessons, 

teacher curriculum design, teaching methods, and educational technology. Teachers’ training 

needs to highlight practicality. The presentation of lectures and demonstration courses is 

oriented only to display results and does not consider teaching conceptions. Accordingly, 

instructional design workshops are practical (Wang, 2014). Secondly, the college can offer 

observation classes (teacher demonstration classes) for a specific subject within the college. 
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The college can also organize lesson teaching competitions to promote the collective 

improvement of teachers’ teaching ability. Third, the college can set up various teaching teams 

for different courses and use curriculum construction within the team to promote teacher 

development. Each team should be managed and supervised by an experienced teacher who 

can guide the other teachers. Importantly, department heads also need professional 

development and support, such as by regularly attending professional teaching conferences, 

professional talent cultivation meetings, or teaching seminars. Using the English Department 

of the Foreign Languages School in this research as an example, taking online course 

construction (blended teaching) and online course competitions as a starting point, a set of 

teaching teams can be formed. These teams can be based on General English, English Culture, 

English for Academic Purposes, English Testing, Business English, and English Education. In 

addition, the school needs to regularly arrange for teachers to participate in inter-school 

teaching seminars every year. 

The sending-out (sending teachers out to the other universities for academic visiting at 

home and abroad) policy (mentioned in Section 5.3.2.2) is necessary to improve teachers’ 

research abilities. An inviting-in (inviting experts into the university for academic exchanges) 

policy can also be used to promote teacher’s professional development. Through such a policy, 

well-known professors in fields such as linguistics, literature, translation, and education could 

be invited to give lectures so that teachers can learn the latest information in these fields, draw 

inspiration from it, and improve the quality of their theses. In particular, a school can invite the 

winners of top national social science projects to explain how to write a proposal for high-level 

research projects. In addition, similar to teaching training, academic teams can be formed to 

carry out activities—for example, during summer or winter academic week. During these 

weeks, teachers can concentrate on essay-writing workshops in the fields of literature, 

linguistics, translation, foreign languages, education, and other subjects. 

5.4 Theoretical Implications 

The findings of this LS research show an example of the application of certain learning theories 

into the teachers’ actions.  After exploring the characteristics of the LS approach and its impacts 

on teacher professional development by implementing LS practices among English teacher 

groups at the university level, the commonalities and connections between LS and reflective 

and experiential learning theories have gradually surfaced. The present work’s analysis of the 
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factors related to the effectiveness and sustainability of LS practices revealed the advancement 

of the reflective and experiential learning ideas as proposed by John Dewey (1933)  and 

developed by Donald Schön (1983) and David A. Kolb (1984).  

 Reflection, Reflective Practice and Experiential Learning Cycle 

With reference to the findings of this research, the LS approach seems to employ the process 

of Experiential Learning Cycle in the learning community. The critical factors of LS like 

experience, reflection, and learning community are all included in Experiential Learning Cycle. 

Before we explore these connections between LS and Experiential Learning Cycle, it will be 

very helpful to refer to the origin of Experiential Learning Cycle. This cycle’s origin can be 

traced back to the reflective learning theory originated by John Dewey in 1933.  

5.4.1.1 Reflection (Dewey, 1933) and Reflective Practice (Schön, 1983)  

American educator John Dewey, who first proposed “reflection”, defined “thought” in How we 

think: A restatement of the relation of reflective thinking to the educative process (Dewey, 1933) 

as a belief derived from a careful search for sufficient evidence. He then put forward the 

concept of reflective thought or reflective inquiry, which was defined as an individual’s active, 

continuous, and thorough thinking about beliefs or hypothetical knowledge according to its 

basis and further derived conclusions. He believes that reflection represents a purposeful way 

of thinking, a process of reviewing experience and improving learning behavior. He advocates 

learning by doing. He believes that one of the purposes of education is to help people develop 

the habit of reflection and engage in intelligent (as opposed to routine) thought and action 

(Dewey, 1933, 1938) . 

Donald Schön extended the term reflection into another realm by putting forward the 

concept of reflective practice. He defined the relationship between reflection and action and 

explained how to use reflection to improve one’s professional ability (Schön, 1983, 1987). He 

proposed two different types of reflection: reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action. As the 

name suggests, reflection-in-action refers to the reflective behavior done in action. Specifically, 

it refers to constantly reviewing one’s behavioral status and performance, correcting one’s 

behavior immediately, and learning how to achieve goals and solve problems. Meanwhile, 

reflection-on-action refers to the reflective behavior exhibited after the action. It involves 
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reflecting on one’s past performance by reconstructing the experience and drawing up plans 

for the parts that need improvement, thus improving the overall learning process. 

5.4.1.2 Reflective Model: Experiential Learning Cycle (Kolb, 1984) 

In 1984, American psychologist David A. Kolb developed the well-known reflective model 

called Experiential Learning Cycle, after integrating the previous learning ideas, such as John 

Dewey’s “learning by doing” (Dewey, 1938), social psychologist Kurt Lewin’s experimental 

method and action research, and cognitive psychologist Jean Piaget’s theory of cognitive 

development. Kolb (1984) emphasizes that individuals can learn through experience and 

practice. He believes that learning is not the mere acquisition and transmission of content but 

the process of creating knowledge through experience exchange. He uses Experiential Learning 

Cycle model presented in Figure 5.3 to describe the experiential learning process. 

 

Figure 5.3  

 

Experiential Learning Cycle (Kolb, 1984) 

 

 

Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle consists of the four stages described below. 
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Stage 1 – Concrete Experience: This stage involves gaining new experiences or 

reinterpretations of experiences. This stage emphasizes learning from feeling. 

Stage 2 – Reflective Observation: This stage involves seeking the true meaning of new 

experiences through observation and reflection, especially regarding understanding 

inconsistencies with experience and cognition. This stage emphasizes learning by watching 

and listening. 

Stage 3 – Abstract Conceptualization: In this stage, new experience materials are systematically 

transformed into concepts through thinking and analyzing; as a result, knowledge is constructed. 

This stage emphasizes learning by thinking. 

Stage 4 – Active Experimentation: This stage involves using and practicing the learned 

knowledge through active, practical operations. This stage emphasizes learning by doing. 

Furthermore, Kolb describes four learning styles according to the characteristics of 

these four stages of experiential learning. The first is diverging learning, by which learners 

perceive and assess new experiences and feel them from various perspectives with rich 

imaginations. The second is assimilating learning, by which learners use abstract thinking to 

perceive and reflect on information. These learners need to take detailed and sequential steps 

to think. The third learning style is converging learning, by which learners focus on solving 

practical problems and apply their ideas to new experiences encountered during learning 

activities. The fourth is accommodating learning, by which learners use trial and error to guide 

their experiences. These learners take risks and change practice methods while learning; thus, 

their learning activities are flexible. 

Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle points out that experiential learning is not a flat 

cycle but a spiraling process. Ideally, learners should go through all four stages. With each new 

experience, learners can integrate new observations and thinking with their current knowledge 

and convert experience into knowledge ultimately. 

This reflective model (Experiential Learning Cycle) evolved from the reflective theory 

and reflective practice was detected in the findings of this LS research. The four-stage 

Experiential Learning Cycle and the LS cycle of planning-teaching/observation-reflection are 

co-embedded with each other. This will be introduced in detail in the next section (Section 

5.4.2). Based on the connections between them, this research proposes an experiential 

professional development way: Experiential LS Learning Cycle. 
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 Experiential Professional Development: Connecting Experiential 

Learning Cycle to Lesson Study 

The LS learning model correlates to Experiential Learning Cycle considering that the LS 

collective learning process aligns with the four stages of the Experiential Learning Cycle, 

highlighting the importance of reflection. In this sense, LS is essentially an experiential 

professional development approach. The present LS research provides local practical cases 

related to the development of Experiential Learning Cycle. At the same time, Experiential 

Learning Cycle provides experiential learning theory, methods and perspectives for 

improvement to LS to help to optimize its implementation. In this way, it has contributed to 

the literature not only on LS within an Asian context but also on the practice of experiential 

learning theory. This combination of Experiential Learning Cycle with LS is a unique 

contribution to both the LS model and the reflective model. 

The LS learning community could be described as an experiential learning team. 

Cunliffe (2004) advocates that learning via daily behaviors arises from the mind and thinking. 

Regardless of whether the individual is aware of his or her learning results, their learning needs 

to be exchanged with that of other people in the organization. Experiential community learning 

includes interactions between individuals and the environment, as well as the organization and 

the environment. LS and Experiential Learning Cycle can be co-embedded, thus forming the 

Experiential LS Learning Cycle shown in Figure 5.4. 
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Figure 5.4  

 

Experiential Lesson Study Learning Cycle 

 

Within an LS community, the starting point for learning is the teachers’ direct 

experience (i.e., past teaching practice) and indirect experience (i.e., the acquisition of other 

teachers’ experiences through communication and sharing). Both types of experience lead to 

new experiences through the teaching plan formulated collectively by the teachers in a group. 

The next step in learning is to make reflective observations about the acquired 

experience—that is, to observe the teacher’s teaching and reflect on it. All LS team members 

observe, recall, refine, integrate, and share the knowledge fragments during the experiential 

process and then categorize and organize new limited experiences from it. 

The third stage of Experiential Learning Cycle (i.e., theorization) entails the post-

teaching reflection discussions in LS. Theorization optimizes teaching plans, summarizes rules 

and methods, and theoretically systematizes the reflection results to guide and repair follow-

up teaching plans. Kolb believes that the acquisition of knowledge comes from the sublimation 

and theorization of experience. If the first two stages are sufficient for knowledge acquisition, 

then this stage of learning is also sufficient and necessary for knowledge acquisition. 
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The last stage of Experiential Learning Cycle (i.e., action) involves the application and 

consolidation of the acquired knowledge. This stage tests whether the learners apply what they 

have learned and achieved their expected learning outcomes. LS has a similar step 

corresponding to this stage of Experiential Learning Cycle, namely applying the optimized 

lesson plans to teaching for testing. If new problems arise from the teaching action, the learning 

cycle begins again from a new starting point as a new round of learning cycles begins to move. 

This process coincides with the cycle change of LS. Individual knowledge grows in this 

continuous collective learning cycle.  

The four stages co-embedded from the reflective model and LS model lay a good 

foundation for the application of LS in a learning community. In order to apply LS in a better 

experiential way, it is helpful to know the experiential methods of team learning first. The 

experiential methods of team learning have a long history and can be traced back to Lewin’s 

research on group dynamics in the 1940s. Lewin (1948) provides the three following key points 

of the team experiential learning methods: 

a) Reflective observation: Reflection plays a prominent role in LS and Experiential Learning 

Cycle. Reflection covers the second and third stages of Experiential Learning Cycle and is 

essential to transforming experience into knowledge. Reflective practice occurs during and 

after the teacher’s actions in LS, and it is through action that learning is achieved. 

b) The functional role of leadership: In the experiential learning of LS, the teachers’ peers take 

on the leadership role. This role accelerates the progress of the entire team learning. 

c) A dialogue platform where team members can reflect on and discuss their experiences 

together so that individuals can learn from the team: Dixon (1996) introduced the concept of 

dialogue, or dialogue-based learning, and transformed the individual Experiential Learning 

Cycle into an organizational learning circle. When direct experiences and cognitive maps are 

shared through reflective observation, shared meaning is created through common 

interpretation. Furthermore, explicit knowledge is generated through abstraction, which is the 

basis of active practice. 

In addition, the reflective theory and Experiential Learning Cycle also provide the 

following perspectives to bring additional improvements of LS model: 

a) Create a safe and open learning space for teachers with different learning styles. All learners 

in a learning situation are different in terms of their skills, statuses, concepts, beliefs, life 
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experiences, and values. Therefore, a learning space that can integrate diverse and positive 

emotional experiences needs to be created. Learning spaces must also provide a psychological 

sense of safety to support learners as they acknowledge their differences. At the same time, 

learning spaces should encourage leadership—for example, through the emergence of peer role 

models.  

b) Create space for action and reflection to ensure that the experiences and information gained 

by LS members are absorbed and applied in practice. The space should also foster 

conversational learning. Good dialogue within the learning space is part of the educational 

process and can provide opportunities for reflection on experiences and coding of meaning, 

which can improve the effectiveness of experiential learning. 

Supportive spaces for experiential professional development provide a new way of 

thinking about the development of LS. For instance, LS could be extended to the Internet and 

provide a broader space for dialogue learning in the experiential cycle. This is also a prospect 

of LS, which will be introduced in the next section. 

5.5 Prospects for Lesson Study: Extending LS Online as an 

Additional Communication Platform  

Fernández (2002) introduced the Japanese pattern of the Open House (to disseminate updated 

pedagogical information through the massive public demonstration of LS) (see Section 2.4.2) 

to regularly absorb new members for LS. This provides a new way out for LS under education 

informatization: LS blends learning within physical and virtual environments by creating an 

online LS learning community across courses.  

Promoting the development of online LS aligns with the background of education 

informatization. Enabling more people to understand LS and expanding its positive impact 

wider has several benefits. For instance, online LS breaks through the physical group size limit 

and the cognitive limitations that arise from it, promotes brainstorming, and promotes broader 

exchanges and learning among peers. Schools can utilize online LS to create a dedicated 

website or use ready-made communication applications to form an LS learning community. 

For example, communication applications in China represented by WeChat and Tencent QQ, 

have now become prevalent communication channels for teachers through which they can 

obtain and publish information.  
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The WeChat group chat function eliminates the cost of building a learning community, 

so organizers can use it to form an online learning community quickly and inexpensively. 

Teachers can then immediately exchange resources inside the learning community. The 

WeChat public platform can also help teachers publish and store cognitive resources 

constructed in LS activities in the cloud drive. Moreover, teachers can use WeChat’s Moments 

sharing function to share their cognitive achievements via the network. In this way, the WeChat 

platform provides grassroots technical support for storing teachers’ learning resources and 

network-based publishing and sharing of cognitive achievements. Furthermore, the fragmented 

learning and time utilization methods supported by WeChat have become the natural state of 

many teachers’ learning. Therefore, teachers who use WeChat to carry out LS gain a new 

medium for learning anytime and from anywhere. 

The application of information network technology can streamline the construction of 

a cross-regional LS community. This process increases teacher exchanges and cooperation 

between different regions. It also helps serve the professional learning of in-service teachers 

and the training of teacher students. Yang (2015) proposed an teacher action learning model 

based on ICT (Modern Information and Communication Technology) to support the 

professional learning of in-service teachers. This would be done by constructing LS resource 

packages and providing expert remote interactive guidance. Based on the small-scale 

videotaped microteaching LS put forward by Fernández (2005) (see Section 2.4.2), extending 

LS online is suitable for microteaching or conditional knowledge courses for in-service and 

pre-service teacher education. This is expected to improve teachers’ abilities to teach students 

and conduct research based on their teaching practice. 

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic—especially during the lockdown period of each 

country—most courses taught in schools have been taught online. LS should keep a similar 

pace of the technology development under the global pandemic, and extending LS online as an 

additional communication platform is one of the prospects of LS.  

In addition, the changing climate in policy in China points out a promising prospect for 

LS among the teachers in a broader range. In July 2021, Chinese government issued a set of 

guidelines to ease the burden of excessive homework and off-campus tutoring for students 

undergoing compulsory education. In particular, the guidelines require schools to improve the 

quality of campus teaching when further alleviating students’ homework burden, which is the 

core of the policy (China & Council, 2021).  
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Under the influence the policy, the off-campus English language training organizations 

aiming for the market of the students undergoing compulsory education were forced to close. 

As a result, many EFL teachers in such private training organizations lost their jobs and had to 

look for other ways-out for their professional development, like competing to be employed by 

the public schools or pursuing Master’s or Doctor’s degrees to develop their profession. In 

contrast, this policy has brought about great challenges to the teachers in the public primary 

schools, junior middle schools and senior middle schools in China. How to improve the 

classroom teaching quality and how to design homework and assignments to the students in an 

effective way are what they need to think about and address.  

LS, as a collaborative learning approach, is just based on teachers’ classroom teaching, 

which is closely related to the core problem of this policy. Considering the merits of the LS 

approach in this research (see Section 4.3 and Section 4.4), especially the teachers’ 

improvement in one of the teaching repertoires “assignment design” (see Section 4.3.2.2.3), 

LS might be an effective way to facilitate the teachers to implement this policy and realize their 

professional development. Beyond EFL teaching and tertiary education, LS can be applied into 

a broader range of different subjects in the compulsory education. This is another prospect of 

LS in the future. 

5.6 Research Limitations and Directions for Further Research 

Several limitations associated with this study should not be overlooked. Based on the several 

issues I mentioned in the methodology chapter (Section 3.12), the following additional research 

limitations and directions are mentioned: 

a) The sample selection is limited to China, a specific university, a specific college, and a 

specific course. Also, the participants’ motivation to participate was relatively strong. 

Therefore, the participants do not represent the entire population of Chinese university English 

teachers. Moreover, the sample size (n=11) is small. If more external experts participate, along 

with more teachers from different academic backgrounds, different subjects, different working 

experiences, and different genders (given that all the participants in this study were female), to 

communicate and dialogue, it could improve teachers’ reflections. Future research should 

expand the diversity of samples to test the influence of the heterogeneity of interlocutors and 

the collaboration system between heterogeneous participants on the professional development 

of teachers. 



197 

 

b) The LS period in the present study lasted only four weeks. Whether LS could promote further 

changes or not remains a question if LS becomes a part of teachers’ routine jobs in the future. 

During this study’s four-week collective learning, teachers did their best to coordinate their 

spare time to formulate a meeting schedule. If LS becomes a part of teachers’ routine jobs in 

the future, it could be considered changing from in-depth classroom observation to watching 

teaching videos. If this is possible, this modified LS observation method could impact teachers’ 

learning differently. This matter should be considered in a follow-up study. 

c) The researcher and participants have invested much time, labor, and finances in just four 

weeks. If longer LS research is conducted—for example, over one or five years—and no 

funding, technical support, or emotional support is given, the participants might not have the 

same experience. Moreover, the data collected from a longer LS research work might be 

different, as it could have a different impact on teachers. 

d) The researcher’s research ability is limited. The researcher acted as a research instrument in 

this qualitative research, and all data were analyzed by the researcher. However, as a 

developing researcher with limited ability, my subjective decoding and analysis of the data 

cannot ensure the absolute objectivity of this qualitative research. Therefore, quantitative 

research on LS could be considered. 

e) The interview records are limited. When responding to semi-structured interviews instead 

of questionnaires or surveys, respondents’ thinking may not be comprehensive enough, directly 

affecting the completeness and objectivity of the data. For example, when asked what impact 

LS has had on them, the teachers might not have realized that they had acquired some specific 

teacher knowledge or experienced a specific positive impact. In such cases, this knowledge 

would not have been articulated; thus, these benefits would not be reflected in the results. 

Conversely, teachers may have exaggerated or reduced the impact of LS when responding. 

In addition to the five methodological limitations listed above, this research has two 

noteworthy issues. 

a) The theoretical background of LS needs to be further expanded. Although social 

constructivism, reflective theory and practice, and Experiential Learning Cycle provide a way 

to understand the nature and process of LS practice, they do not make explicit the nuances and 

complexity of metacognition in LS. Instead, by default, they assume learning exists in group 

communication. Therefore, the impact of LS must be tested using other conceptual frameworks 

that can explain the conditions, complex processes, and results of cooperative learning from 
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multiple perspectives. Future research should investigate whether and how teachers learn in LS 

communities. 

b) The impact of LS on students has not been thoroughly discussed in this study. Although the 

main focus of LS is the teacher, the ultimate goal is to enhance students’ learning. Since the 

LS practice utilized for the present study lasted only four weeks, its effects on students’ learning 

cannot simply be measured using their test papers. In this study, only the case students provided 

feedback on the changes brought about by the teachers’ LS. Thus, future research should 

consider the impact that LS has on students’ learning. This is perhaps the best way to reflect 

the practical significance of LS. 

5.7 Conclusion 

The context of tertiary EFL teaching in China is the gap of LS research, so I focused on the 

implications of the findings in that context in the discussion chapter, considering that I had 

already discussed in detail the previous studies in other contexts in the Literature Review. My 

research findings are partly similar to the most previous studies (see Section 2.5) in that the LS 

approach impacted teachers positively to the most part, although it also brought few negative 

impacts on teachers. However, there are some new findings that provided different implications 

to the LS model as well.  

Based on the participating teachers’ LS practice, I extracted four focal factors (teacher, 

organizer, expert, and time) that might support or hinder the effectiveness and sustainability of 

the LS implementation. Among these four factors, the teacher is the most complicated one. I 

discovered the peer model-driven mechanism among the participating teachers who were all 

interested in the LS approach but had different engagement and motivation in this LS practice 

to make the collaborative learning and development successful. It is noted that no expert was 

involved in the LS practice, and it was a possible factor that might have hindered the teachers’ 

professional development since the teachers reported frequently through the LS practice that 

they were in need of experts to give them support. The other two factors of the organizer and 

the time (all participants’ common availability) both guaranteed the success of the 

implementation of LS practice.           

These four focal factors extracted from this LS research along with its existing five 

main characteristics are the optimized LS model that I generated from the context of the tertiary 

EFL teaching in China, and could give enlightenment and implications to the other tertiary EFL 
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teachers in China. In addition, in order to optimize the application of the LS model among 

tertiary EFL teachers, I indicated the policy or managerial support in the context of tertiary 

education in China, such as reforms on the university professional assessment system to 

balance teachers’ teaching and research workload for their LS learning communities. This is 

just the first contribution that this research materialized. 

The second contribution that my research made is discovering the commanalities in 

nature between Experiential Learning Cycle and LS and then putting forward to an experiential 

professional development model: Experiential LS Learning Cycle. This combination is a 

unique contribution to the reflective model and LS model. It enriched the literature on both 

Experiential Learning Cycle and LS in an Asian context, especially improved the 

implementation of LS.  

I shared the findings with some of participants and they agreed with the impact. They 

reported that there was something new for them in the Findings and Discussion such as the 

peer model-driven mechanism in the process of collaboration, Experiential LS Learning Cycle, 

and LS online mode.     

This discussion chapter first discusses the LS research’s implications for LS practice’s 

effectiveness and sustainability, and its implications for policy and theory. It then explores the 

prospects of extending LS to an online format and to a broader range of teachers. Finally, it 

points out the limitations of this research.    

 Section 5.2 focuses on the effectiveness and sustainability of LS practice, along with 

its implications based on the findings of the LS practice in the Chinese context. To be effective, 

LS requires a learning community of committed teachers. Teachers should be aware of teaching 

reforms and willing to step outside their comfort zones. There can be asymmetry in teachers’ 

pedagogical content knowledge and research capabilities, career development stages, learning 

needs, learning opportunities, and corresponding learning effects and development. However, 

teachers’ individual learning needs and collective learning needs must be balanced.A peer 

model-driven mechanism plays a vital part in the LS practice. The feasibility, effectiveness, 

and sustainability of LS practice could be improved if supported by organizers and experts—

and if a timetable generated based on these participants’ availability is followed.      

Section 5.3 introduces two main aspects of implications for policy or leadership by 

connecting policy and LS practice. The first is providing systemic support to teachers by 

restructuring their work. The second is empowering teachers to be researchers and autonomous 
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lifelong learners. Specifically, teachers’ work can be restructured from two aspects: by creating 

LS learning communities to balance teachers’ teaching and research work and by optimizing 

management mechanisms to create a climate that fosters collaboration. Furthermore, support 

can be given by inviting experts to scaffold teachers’ learning in LS, sponsoring teachers who 

wish to upgrade their academic qualifications through further education, and providing lifelong 

regular teacher training. Such support could empower teachers to become researchers and 

autonomous lifelong learners. 

Section 5.4 reveals that this LS research advances the reflective and experiential 

learning ideas proposed by John Dewey and developed by Donald Schön and David A. Kolb. 

Based on the analysis of the main factors of reflection, reflective practice, and Experiential 

Learning Cycle, this work presents a unique experiential professional development model—

Experiential LS Learning Cycle—by connecting Experiential Learning Cycle to LS.    

Section 5.5 introduces the prospect of LS by extending LS online as an additional 

communication platform. This section describes how learning in physical and virtual 

environments can be blended and how the online LS learning community can contain members 

who teach various courses. This research discusses the communication application WeChat as 

a new medium for teachers’ LS practice. 

Section 5.6 points out the limitations of this research and possible directions for future 

studies. The sample selection is limited to China, and the sample size is small (n=11). Moreover, 

the LS practice lasted only four weeks. Furthermore, the high time, labor, and economic costs 

might have affected the results. The same can be said of the researcher’s limited research ability 

and the participants’ limited responses. In addition, the theoretical background of LS needs to 

be further expanded. Also, future research is required to understand how teachers learn in LS 

communities. Finally, the impact of LS on students should be considered in future research.  
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Appendix A: Information Sheet for the Teacher 

Participant 

 

College of Education, Health and Human Development 

School of Educational Studies and Leadership 

Telephone: (+8600) 18971053220 

E-mail: lin.yu@pg.canterbury.ac.nz 

Date: 19th August, 2019 

 

The Impact of Lesson Study on Teacher Professional Development 

Information Sheet for the Teacher Participant of the School of Foreign Languages, 

Hubei University of Technology (HUT), China 

My name is Lin Yu, a PhD student in the College of Education, Health and Human 

Development,  University of Canterbury, New Zealand. I am working under the supervision of 

Associate Professor Billy Osteen, Dr Ian Bowell, and Dr Tracey Millin. The aim of my research 

is to study the impact of Lesson Study on teacher professional development in the context of 

China’s Educational Reforms in College English. I am a certified teacher too, with 18-year 

experience of English language teaching. I got my bachelor’s and master’s degrees of Arts in 

China. This letter is to provide you with the required information which is necessary for you to 

make an informed decision regarding your participation in this research. 

Lesson study (LS) is a cyclical process of teacher collaborative learning and professional 

development. It consists of three cycles of planning, teaching/observation, and reflection. The 

three teachers in an LS group work together to identify a specific research problem they want 

to improve in teaching and collaboratively plan and design a research lesson. The research 

lesson is taught by one of the LS group members while the other members observe students’ 

learning responses to that demonstration teacher’s practice in all of the aspects of achieving the 

teaching goal like oral expression, teaching method, interaction with students and so on. They 

then meet together to reflect and discuss what they observed, especially comparing what they 

predict about the student’s response and what they observed about student’s response in the 

classroom, with the aim of solving the teaching problem and improving the lesson. The aim of 

this research is to fill a gap in the existing research of exploring the impact of the LS process 

on teacher’s learning and practice. 

 

This research will focus on two demonstration teachers – one from a General College English 

course and one from an English Writing for Academic Purposes course. If you agree to take 

 

mailto:ping.li@pg.canterbury.ac.nz


223 

 

part in this research, all of you six participating teachers in two Lesson Study groups (three 

from the group of General College English course and three from the group of English Writing 

for Academic Purposes course) will be interviewed about questions ranging from the basic 

information of your teaching experience to your thinking about the effectiveness or impacts of 

every step of Lesson Study practice before and after the whole Lesson Study activity. All the 

participating teachers will be observed in the teacher group meetings of planning and reflection, 

and the two demonstration teachers’ lessons will be observed and these two demonstration 

teachers will be interviewed individually in post-planning, post-teaching and post-reflection in 

each of the three Lesson Study cycles.  

 

The teachers’ lessons will be observed through note taking, the teacher group meetings will be 

video recorded, and the semi-structured interviews with the teachers will be audio recorded. 

All of these tasks will be completed within four weeks based on the timetable of the learning 

group of Lesson Study. The schedule for these tasks will be in accordance with teachers’ 

availability. Twelve teacher group meetings (six with General College English and six with 

English Writing for Academic Purposes) will be conducted in the teacher’s office with each 

session taking about an hour. The three observations of each demonstration teachers’ lessons 

will be conducted in the classroom with each session taking approximately 45 minutes. The 

semi-structured interviews with teachers will be conducted in the teacher’s office too and each 

interview will take 10-30 minutes. 

 

It is anticipated that there will be no stress for you since your participation will not influence 

the university assessment on your teaching in any way and the university will not be given 

access to the collected data. All data will be collected and then grouped in all future research 

reports: no identifying individual information will ever be made public.  

 

 

Please note that your participation in this study will be confidential but not anonymous in that 

your real names will not be attributed data that is collected and analyzed. Despite every effort 

that will be made to shield your identity from readers of this research, it is important to realize 

that your participation may be determined. 

 

Please be assured that participation in this study is completely voluntary. If you choose to 

participate in this study, you have the right to withdraw from the study without penalty. 

However, once analysis of raw data starts on December 1, 2019, it will become increasingly 

difficult to remove the influence of your data on the results. 

  

Please note that you will be sent a transcript of your interviews and your words in the videos. 

You will be given the opportunity to review the transcript from the audio and video recordings 

and suggest any edits. 

I will ensure the confidentiality of all collected data. You will only give your personal identity 

information in the audio and video recordings. The recordings will be stored in an electronic 

file of my computer that is only accessible to me with a password. I will relate each of you to 

a code when analyzing the data. The transcript files with codes and the source recordings will 

be always physically stored in different locked facilities no matter it is in China, on the flight 

from China to New Zealand or in New Zealand. No personal identity will be involved or 

referred to in data analysis or final summary.  

I will make sure that no individual information will be identified in future publications of the 

findings. All the data will be securely stored in password protected university server and locked 
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storage at the University of Canterbury for ten years following the study. It will then be 

destroyed.  

The results of this study will be used for my thesis which will be publicly available through 

UC library, and may be reported internationally at conferences or published in academic 

journals. The research results may also be used to help with the approaches on teacher 

professional development or teacher learning. The participants and the Head of the School of 

Foreign Languages in Hubei University of Technology will be getting a summary of the 

research results. 

If you have any questions about the measurements or any further information about the study, 

you can contact me at lin.yu@pg.canterbury.ac.nz, Ph: (+8600) 18971053220. 

This research is supervised by Associate Professor Billy Osteen and co-supervised by Dr Ian 

Bowell and Dr Tracey Millin. If you have any questions about the study, please contact me 

(details above), or one of the three supervisors as follows: 

 

Associate Professor Billy Osteen (Senior Supervisor):  billy.osteen@canterbury.ac.nz  

Dr. Ian Bowell                   (Co-Supervisor):                      ian.bowell@canterbury.ac.nz 

Dr. Tracey Millin                     (Co-Supervisor)                 tracey.millin@canterbury.ac.nz 

 

If you have a complaint about the study, you may contact The Chair, Educational Research 

Human Ethics Committee, University of Canterbury, Private Bag 4800, Christchurch, New 

Zealand, human-ethics@canterbury.ac.nz. 

If you agree to take part in this study, please complete the attached consent form and return it 

to me via email within three days after the Lesson Study Workshop. Thank you for considering 

taking part. 

 

Lin Yu 

lin.yu@pg.canterbury.ac.nz 

Telephone: (+8600) 18971053220 
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Appendix B: Consent Form for the Teacher 

Participant 

 

College of Education, Health and Human Development 

School of Educational Studies and Leadership 

Telephone: (+8600) 18971053220 

E-mail: lin.yu@pg.canterbury.ac.nz 

Date: 19th August, 2019 

 

The Impact of Lesson Study on Teacher Professional Development 

Consent Form for the Teacher Participant 

Lin Yu has briefed me on the study she is working on this year: 

□ I have been given a full explanation of this project and have been given an 

opportunity to ask questions. 

□ I understand what will be required of me with regard to time commitments if I 

agree to take part in this project. 

□ I understand that my participation will not influence the university assessment on 

my teaching in any way and the university will not be given access to the collected 

data. All data will be collected and then grouped in all future research reports: no 

identifying individual information will ever be made public.  

□ I understand that my participation in this study will be confidential but not 

anonymous in that my real names will not be attributed data that is collected and 

analyzed. Despite every effort that will be made to shield your identity from readers 

of this research, it is important to realize that my participation may be determined. 

□ I understand that participation in this study is completely voluntary. If I choose to 

participate in this study, I have the right to withdraw from the study without 

penalty. However, once analysis of raw data starts on December 1, 2019, it will 

become increasingly difficult to remove the influence of my data on the results. 

□ I understand that I will be sent a transcript of my interviews and my words in the 

videos. I will be given the opportunity to review the transcripts from the audio and 
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video recordings and suggest any edits. 

□ I understand that any information I provide will be kept confidential to the 

researcher and that any published or reported results will not identify me. 

□ I understand that all collected physical data for this research will be securely kept in 

locked facilities at the University of Canterbury when it is not being used and that 

data in electronic form will be password protected for ten years following the study. 

It will then be destroyed.   

□ I understand that I will be able to receive a report on the findings of this study and 

will be offered a tutorial on the measures. 

□ I understand that if I require further information I can contact Associate Professor 

Billy Osteen at billy.osteen@canterbury.ac.nz, Ph: (+64) 27 272 4524 or Lin Yu at 

lin.yu@pg.canterbury.ac.nz. 

□ If I have any complaints, I can contact The Chair, Educational Research Human 

Ethics Committee, University of Canterbury, Private Bag 4800, Christchurch, New 

Zealand. Email: human-ethics@canterbury.ac.nz. 

By signing below, I agree to participate in this research project. 

Name   : _____________________________________________ 

 

Date   : _____________________________________________ 

 

Signature  : _____________________________________________ 

 

Email address  : _____________________________________________ 

 

Please return this completed consent form to the researcher via email within three days 

after the Lesson Study Workshop.  
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