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Towards a Learning Community for EFL Professional Development:
Focusing on the Culture of Learning as the Mediation Tool
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Towards a Learning Community for EFL Professional Devel opment:
Focusing on the Culture of Learning as the Mediation Tool

Introduction

Around the mid 1990s, there were heated debates in the international field of TESOL,
spreading across many major journals, including Applied Linguistics (1993), Modern Language
Journal (1994), and TESOL Quarterly (1997). Researchers following the positivist tradition were
challenged by a growing number of critics who started to see the problem of having the field
dominated by only one type of ontology and epistemology (i.e., positivism) and by limited ways
of explaining the process of language learning (i.e., the UG or the cognitive science). This group
of critics and researchers, including Lantolf (1996), Firth and Wagner (1997), and
Larson-Freeman (2002), questioned the power of explanation rendered solely by cognitive
science and through experimental studies on the complex phenomenainvolved in TESOL. Their
discussions focused on Sociocultural Theory (SCT), developed by Vygotsky around the 1930s,
and investigated how the emphasis of mediation and interaction on human devel opment could
provide alternative explanations for data collected from natural contexts. Instead of depending
completely on experimental studies, these researchers have also adopted more qualitative
methods in acquiring a deeper understanding of learner agency in the activity of developing
language proficiency and learner participation in real-world practices (see Zuengler & Miller,
2006, for more information).

Today, more than 15 years after the debates, researchers following the SCT paradigm are
activein avariety of trends of research in TESOL. Their communities are growing strong in
second language academic writing (e.g., Cansanave & Vandrickm 2003), teacher professional
development (e.g., Karen Johnson), and technology or CALL (e.g., Steven Thorne), and many
others. Often researchers take SCT as a given, viewing the approach as widely accepted and
understood.

While thisisthe case with the international field of TESOL, the changing paradigm is not as
obvious herein Taiwan, and our researchersin SCT do not seem to be as active either. One needs
only to take any conference proceedings or local TESOL -related journals to see an extremely low
number of studies adopting SCT as the analysis framework. The reasons could be that it involves
too steep alearning curve to move from positivism to relativism and that the paradigm shift is
less acknowledged (or acceptable?) in our local academic community.

This researcher isinterested in how graduate students, in this case who are also practicing
teachers, dealt with the new paradigm when given the chance to learn about it. For the purpose of
this study, | set the new paradigm to mean “qualitative inquiry” only, and | supported the student
with alearning community setup, hoping that it would provide a safe heaven for them to explore
difficult issues and resolve possible intellectual conflicts. The focus of this study was on (1) the
culture of learning surrounding the community, (2) the struggles the participants had and how
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they managed the struggles and conceptual conflicts, and (3) how the learning community helps.

Research Questions

Three research questions below have guided this investigation:

1. When alearning community isformed to support a group of graduate students/practicing
language teachers in developing concepts for qualitative inquiry, what culture of learning is
influencing the members and their activities?

2. How do members perceive the learning community and its surrounding culture as scaffolding
measures for their professional development?

3. What strategic orientations do members take to devel op the necessary mediation tools for
their studies?

Literature and Background
Before the research design is discussed, it is necessary to explain concepts central to this
proposed investigation: (1) mediation in Vygotsky sociocultural perspective, (2) the cultural of
learning, and (3) learning community.

‘Mediation’in Wgotsky Sociocultural Perspective

In Vygotsky Sociocultural perspective, ‘mediation’ refers to the physical and symbolic tools
(e.0., language and signs) and activities that human beings rely on to change the world around
them and to regulate their relationships with others. Mediation is signs, tools, and practices for
thoughts, or “means and practices which, through social interaction, become internalized and thus
available for independent activity” (John-Steiner, et al, 1994, p. 141). Examples include the use
of knots, pictures, and language as means of recording eventsin the history of human beings.
Mediation tools like these are cultural products indispensable for higher, or culturally shaped,
mind which has aready integrated symbolic artifacts into thinking through social interaction. For
example, both Vygotsky’s asking children to replace color terms with colored cards and Wertsch’s
(1998) asking an adult to multiply two sets of high numbers (such as 123X 456) have been
proved to be very difficult, because thought tools, or mediations, are indispensable.

The mediated nature of the human mind is fundamental to sociocultural theory (Lantolf,
2000). It has been considered Vygotsky’s most important and unique contribution (Wertsch, 1985,
p.15). Bruner (1962) pointed out that Vygotsky

believed that in mastering nature we master ourselves. For it is the internationalization of

overt action that makes thought, and particularly the internalization of external dialogue that

brings the powerful tool of language to bear on the stream of thought. Man, if you will, is
shaped by the tools and instruments that he comes to use, and neither the hand nor the
intellect aone prevails, the tools and aids that do are the developing streams of internalized
language and conceptual thoughts that sometimes run parallel and sometimes merge, each

affecting the other. (p. vii)

In Vygotsky’s view, it isimportant to understand how human social and mental activity is
organized through culturally constructed artifacts. He believed to develop higher functions
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reguires conscious control and internalization of signs, tools, and practices which allow learners
to control or regulate their own as well as other’s activity. This processis considered socia in two
senses. First of all, signs, tools, and practices for thoughts, such as language, concepts, or other
symbol systems, are “products of sociocultural evolution” (John-Steiner, et al, 1994, p. 141).
These tools, available to individuals affiliated to a community, were invented and developed over
the long history of human beings. No individual could have single-handedly brought the tools
into being nor could one exclusively inherent the tools. Second, these tools must be acquired
through the processes of social interaction. In the process of acquisition, one does not only learn
to use the tools but also the socia organization and the cultural process associated with the tool
and the activity. Asindividuals master the tool, it is possible to see increasing role of
self-formulated plans and goals in the regulation of behavior and cognitive activity.

The Culture of Learning

Brown, Collins, and Duguid (1989) in their seminal work on situated cognition and the
culture of learning emphasizes that |earning does not happen in a vacuum,; instead, learning is
attached to the unique culture around it. They argued that

the activity in which knowledge is developed and deployed...is not separable from or

ancillary to learning and cognition. Nor isit neutral. Rather, it isan integral part of what is

learned. (p. 32)

In addition to the situated nature of learning, these researchers also argue that knowledge
and concept are progressively developed through activity. Like tools, the more conceptual
knowledge is used, the more it can change the learner’s view of the world and allow the adoption
of the belief system of the culture in which the conceptual knowledgeis used. It isin the process
of using the conceptual tools that the learner gradually develops him/herself into alegitimate
member of the community of practice.

In order to endure learning, Brown et al., al'so point out that learners often develop survival
skillsto deal with the unique culture surrounding the activity. Sometimes in the learner’s mind
such survival skills may be more prominent than the knowledge or concept that is supposed to be
learned.

What socially created mediation tools and the culture of learning suggest to educators is that
it isimportant to pay attention to what kind of signs, tools, and practices are being consciously
internalized by learners and whether these tools really alow individuals to regulate activities.

Paying attention to learning cultures is particularly important when hel ping students develop
QI expertise. Lincon and Guba (1985) have contrasted positivist with naturalist axioms, or basic
beliefs, using Table | below (p. 37). While positivist paradigm treats reality as asingle, tangible
and fragmentabl e unit, naturalistic paradigm underlying inquiry takes it as multiple, constructed
and holistic. The relationship between researchers and the researched is also different: while
positivists take a dualism point of view and look at the two as independent from each other,
naturalistic researchers believe the two are interactive and inseparable. In terms of generalization,
positivist paradigm pursues time- and context-free generalization, while naturalistic paradigm
believes that generalization is always time and context-bound. Positivist paradigm believes there
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arereal causes to phenomena, but naturalistic paradigm believesit isimpossible to tell causes
from effects. Finally, while positivists believe that inquiry can be value-free (objective);
gualitative researchers think research is always value-bound. All of these suggest that if students
have mostly been trained in the positivist paradigm, they will have to overcome many conceptual
challenges before it is possible to devel op themselves into a QI researcher.

Table |. Contrasts positivist and naturalist axioms (Lincon & Guba, 1985, p. 37)

Axioms about Positivist Paradigm Naturalistic Paradigm
The nature of reality Redlity issingle, tangible, | Realities are multiple,
and fragmentable constructed, and holistic
The relationship of Knower and known are Knower and known are
knower to the known independent, adualism interactive, inseparable
The possibility of Time- and context-free Only time- and
generalization generalizations context-bound working
(nomothetic statements) hypotheses (idiographic
are possible statements) are possible
The possibility of causal There are real causes, All entities are in a state
linkages temporally precedent to or | of mutual simultaneous
simultaneous with their shaping, sothat itis
offers impossible to distinguish
causes from effects
Therole of values Inquiry isvalue-free. Inquiry is value-bound.

Learning Community

By forming alearning community to support graduate students/practicing teachers as they
developed themselves into legitimate members of the qualitative researcher’s community, this
study aimed to identify the culture surrounding their learning activities while documenting the
process of acquiring the mediation tool: conceptual understanding of QI. Developing alearning
community has been advocated as a useful model for second language education, not just for
encouraging autonomous language learning among students (Chao, 2005) but aso for the
professional development of language teachers (e.g., Chao, 2001; Yeh, 2003). Generally speaking,
researchers of learning communities are interested in two features:. the reflective and meaningful
learning brought by the varied and stimulating interaction in acommunity (Brown, Collins, &
Duguid, 1989; Dewey, 1938; Leve & Wenger, 1991, Vygotsky, 1978), and the affective support
generated through a sense of community, highlighting the feature of mutual respect, caring, and
commitment in the learning environment (Peck, 1987).

Bielaczyc and Collins (2000) maintain that alearning community aims to foster a culture of
learning. To achieve this god, it provides means for both individual development and group’s
collaborative construction of knowledge. Sociocultural perspective also emphasizes that social
interaction has an important role to play in an individual’s cognitive growth and devel opment
(Donata & McCormick, 1994). Learners create artifacts or performances together through
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sustained inquiry and development over time. Their discourse in activities allows them to share
skills and knowledge and to make the learning process visible. Members have the opportunity to
work closely with experts and peers, forming, ideally, acommunity of practice (Lave & Wenger,
1991; Wenger, 1998).

Although learning community seems to be a useful framework, this researcher has been
interested in how theideal of learning community actually plays out in real-world contexts,
particularly in second language education and language teacher profession development in the
Taiwanese context. In the past research projects, | focused on relationships anong members and
how conflicts and challenges among members could diminish the ideal of alearning community
(Chao, 2001; Chao, Yeh, Lo, in preparation). But, this proposed study focused on the culture of
learning that the community situates in and the language teacher’s strategic orientation toward
professional development, using the concept of mediation from sociocultural theory as the
framework. The context of this investigation was alearning community for teacher professional
development. It isin this unique context that this researcher once again attempted to discern
possible challenges and difficulties associated with the ideal of learning community. The purpose
was to understand how these graduate students/practicing teachers manage the conceptual
conflicts and how the learning community helps.

Methods

The Context

The data for this study were taken from a teacher/graduate students’ study group in Taiwan.
The participants were ten English as a Foreign Language (EFL) teachers enrolled inan MA
program designed for EFL teacher professional development. Because al the courses were
offered only in the summer, the teachers felt the need to continue their learning through a study
group which met regularly during the semester. In addition, because the MA program did not
have a course focusing on qualitative inquiry (QI), these teachers were interested in using the
study group to gain deeper understanding of QI in preparation for their MA theses.

The Participants

Participants were el ght graduate students of an MA program for EFL teachers. Most of them
were in the second or third year of their graduate study, atime when students are either preparing
for the up-coming thesis or conducting their studies. All of them were also full-time English
teachers of elementary school and high school. All are female, aged around 25 to 35, belonging to
anew generation of EFL teachers who are motivated to learn and devoted to quality teaching
practice.

This researcher was afull participate in the group. | became familiar with these teachers
through a course on computer-assisted language learning that | offered three years ago. Since then,
the teachers and | had kept in touch. During regular semesters when they did not have coursesto
take, we met once a month in coffee shops or some of the members’ homes to explore issues
related to information and communication technology (ICT) which we did not have time to
discuss in the course. Between August and October 2005, this group needed a theme that was
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beneficial to al of the members, including the teachers and me. My origina plan on exploring
teaching approaches related to CALL was soon abandoned because it did not seem to tap into the
most urgent needs of the teachers. With the request of some of the teachers, the study group
decided in October 2005 to focus on QI in preparing for their master’s theses.

To manage my own bias, | relied on two doctoral student participants in the group. These
two participants decided to join the group with the intention to learn, not to help me with this
study. Their participation and involvement was at the same level as any other participants.
However, frequent discussions with them helped verify some of my own observations about the
group and made the situations presented here trustworthy.

The Study Group Mestings

The meetingsin this study held once every month from 2005-2007. Each meeting lasted for
three hours in a coffee shop, one of the members’ homes, or other locations that were most
convenient to all members. The agenda for each meeting usually followed a five-stage structure
asindicated in Table 2 below. We tried to stick to the agenda even though there were afew
occasions when it was necessary to keep the agendaflexible in order to accommodate
unanticipated needs of the group. For example, in the two December meetings the members
wanted a gift-exchange session to celebrate the holiday. Generally speaking, the agenda was
designed based on the researcher’s experience with other study groups. As the agenda could
determine the nature of interaction and was one important means to foster a culture of learning
within the group, there is a need to explain each stage in more detail.

Table 2. Agenda for Meetings

1. Individua Report: What new learning have you had since we met
last time? (5-10minutes for each member)

Chapter Discussion

What have you learned from the chapter and the issues?

What questions do you have?

W'

Reflection—What have we learned from today’s session? What
topics and issues worth more exploration and discussion on
CMC or at the meeting next month? (5-10 minutes)

4. Housekeeping and Wrapping-up (5-10 minutes)

Data Sources

The transcript of al meetings constituted the data sources for this study. In addition,
interviews the members were also conducted in a natural environment, allowing them to
articulate their thoughts in a space that was less public than the group meetings. Questions asked
in the interviews were semi-structured focusing on the three research questions as well as other
eventsin the community that needed to be discussed, elaborated, or clarified. In the process, the
members’ language teaching experiences and their ways of managing the thesis were also
explored.



DataAnalysis
The study follows the grounded theory method (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Glaser, 1992,

Glaser, 1998): using constant comparison as the means to discover the emerging themes. For all
research questions, themes will be identified first through thorough reading of the data and notes.
The themes are expected to emerge based on the members’ perceptions and the researcher’s
observation of the actual eventsin the group. For example, being graduate students and EFL
teachersin Taiwan, members may consider the local graduate school or the larger academic
context as the culture of learning that is most influencing. Whether this culture impact their
professional development and how exactly it influences the members’ learning activity is
expected to be revealed from the data. The community may also have internal culture of learning
which may also be influencing and thus will need to be documented. For example, when one
member in the group demonstrates enthusiasm to her topic by posting a detailed handout one
week before the meeting and eagerly expects everybody to provide feedback, it islikely to
suggest to some members of the group a prevailing culture of learning in the community is that of
overly aggressive, while to others, that of vigorous and fulfilling. It can be expected that how
members perceive the pattern of interaction can influence the way they use the group for
advancing their professional understanding — that is, their strategic orientation.

Once the themes are decided, raters independently coded the data. The results were
compared, and differences were resolved through discussion between the raters until a consensus
made 80 to 90 percent of the time. Trustworthiness will be managed through triangulation of
different data sets, multiple perspectives, and member-checking. The result will be discussed
based on themes discovered, and assertions will be made based on the result. The critical incident
technique by Flanagan (1954) is then used in presenting findings.

Results
1. What culture of learning is influencing the members and their activities?
In order to understand what culture of learning is influencing the participants and their thesis

development and whether such culture is conducive to qualitative inquiry, | attended a class
regularly with the participants during data collection period.

As | focused my observation on the way knowledge is presented to the students, in many
situations, the assumption prevailed that knowledge is well-packaged and must be acquired by the
learners through lectures. “They must know how to walk before they can run,” as one faculty
commented. In the class that | sat in and observed, declarative knowledge was transmitted to the
students, and mostly in atraditional lecture format, often through reading directly from the note.
Even when the students were asked to make a presentation, the information was already givenin
forms of readings and handouts. The presentation asked the students to rearrange and reorganize
the information, but they were not challenged to analyze or make additional interpretations. The
presenter was often observed to follow exactly the professor’s lecture style: reading directly from
handouts which had been prepared and distributed to the class. After the presentation, the
professor, once again, went over (i.e., basically reading through) another handout with her notes
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about the same content, reviewing the points that had been discussed by the presenter.

During recess after one session on task-based learning, | asked two of the study group
members if they had not |earned the approach discussed in the presentation. One responded, “Of
course | have. | useit all thetimein my class.” | realized that the students were not as ignorant
about the information as the classroom observation seemed to suggest.

At one point, | also asked them what other courses they would suggest meto sit in, they told
me a course is interesting: “Because the professor shows a lot of videos.” Another suggestion was
aprofessor who used alarge amount of examples and anecdotes to illustrate the point he wanted
to make.

In addition, many of the assignments were design tasks; for example, students were asked to
design activities to teach English with narratives or the computer. Such assignments encouraged
the students to become better teachers but may not sufficiently prepare them for the thesis
requirement. What is more, since only quantitative research methods and statistics were
introduced, students tend to follow one type of research method to discover numerical patterns
between what teachers do to students (known as treatments) and what students actually acquire
and learn.

All of these suggested that the students thought there was a fixed amount of information to
be acquired and that they were comfortable positioning themselves as recipients of knowledge
and information, rather than inquirers. It is thus not a surprise that students were more familiar
with positivist research methods than qualitative reasoning.

2. How do members perceive the learning community and its surrounding culture as scaffolding
measures for their professional development?

The kind of atmosphere students engaged in when taking courses was very different from
that when they were about to engage in the thesis. The former mostly required them to take a
recipient’s role, while the | atter shifted their activities completely to those taken by a
self-regulated and self-motivated inquirer. The students knew that they were not ready for
conducting a study. The pressure became high as the thesis requirement came near, typically
around the second or third summer of their MA study. Many of them attempted to manage their
anxiety by reserving their advisors as early as possible, while others chose to grasp the study
group when it was offered.

The study group served two distinctively different purposes in the two years of data
collection. In thefirst year, alarge percentage of the meeting time was spent on relationship
building and confidence devel opment. The place where we chose to meet mattered. In first two
meetings (October and November), we were in a coffee shop. Things went well. We were al on
task al the time. However, the atmosphere was rather serious, probably due to the limited space
and the background noise. We seemed to be trapped in the conventional teacher-student
interaction, in which the professor (i.e., I) did all the talking while others just listened. There was
no authentic sharing from the heart. In December, we decided to celebrate the end of the year by
exchanging gifts. Things started to change. Thistime we were in amember’s home. Beingin a
home seemed to make alot of difference. The members were more relaxed and more willing to
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discuss urgent needs. It is through this kind of interaction that the group gradually devel oped
bonding relationships.

In the second year, the pressure of thesis became real, and thus the thesis was the focus of all
meetings. At this point, the researcher became the advisor to some of the regular participants. The
basic function of the group switched to be more goal-oriented: The meeting time became atime
for them to report their progress and a reason for them to sustain their independent efforts. (More
about thisissue will be discussed in the published paper of this study.)

3. What strategic orientations do members take to devel op the necessary mediation tools for
their studies?
Besides regulating research efforts as discussed previously, the study group also had the
function of addressing concerns, clarifying key concepts, and learning from other’s experiences.
However, with limited engagement, evidence indicates that student did not develop a deeper
understanding of QI. Why thisisthe caseisto be analyzed and investigated. (More about this will
be discussed in the published paper of this study.)

Discussion and Conclusion

Adopting the concept of mediation from sociocultural theory, this study explored the culture
of learning surrounding alearning community and the participants’ strategic orientation toward
developing QI concepts. Basically the kind of culture that the students had around them can be
described as positivist in nature. There was afixed set of materials to be learned, and good
filling-up of information was considered important. These beliefs are in fact in sharp contrast to
those needed for conducting a QI study, which emphasi zes self-regulating learning in addition to
developing many of the valuesin the inquiry process, as discussed earlier in the background
section. It was in such a culture that the participants of this study embarked on learning QI in the
study group. The group allowed them to address concerns, clarify key concepts, and learn from
other’s experiences. With limited engagement, however, it would be unreasonable to expect high
development of QI concepts and abandoning of concerns as they moved from a more solid
understanding of quantitative tradition.

The results of this study provide more understanding of the learning community and the
influence of a culture of learning surrounding the community. From the two-year engagement
with the teacher’s study group, I see that the study group is highly influenced by the participants’
goals and purposesin life, which are often influenced or limited by the culture of learning
surrounding them. More research is needed to focus on learning culture and how it influences
student learning.

The observation presented above should not be considered a criticism; instead, it intends to
encourage a more reflective attitude toward existing practice. Since the researcher is one of the
faculty members who tended to engage in filling in information in graduate classes, gaining a
deeper understanding of the culture of learning surrounding this learning community helped me
see the problem of my own emphasisin class. | was able to re-design my course in the summer
after this study and make it gear more toward exposing students to multiple ways of viewing the
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world and preparing students for the thesis requirement. The response from the new cohort of
students was encouraging, and this, | think, is atruly worthwhile result of this study.
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