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Introduction

In July 2016 the tenth meeting of members of Developing Educational Professionals in
Southeast Asia (DEPISA) will be held at Nakhon Si Thammarat Rajabhat University in
Thailand.

DEPISA is an Australian initiative which provides professional development support and
opportunities for school teachers and university teachers in eight countries in Southeast Asia
and the Asian region.

DEPISA grew out of an Australian Government grant in 2010, which was supplemented by
funding from the University of Sydney. The generosity of supporting universities in
Indonesia, Laos, Thailand and Vietnam has allowed DEPISA to continue functioning.

DEPISA has enjoyed support from the following universities which have hosted meetings
and provided funding for the publication of conference proceedings and four monographs:

Can Tho University, Vietnam

Nakhon Pathom Rajabhat University, Thailand
Nakhon Si Thammarat Rajabhat University, Thailand
National University of Laos, Laos

Phranakhon Rajabhat University, Thailand
Suratthani Rajabhat University, Thailand

Universitas Negeri Jakarta, Indonesia.

DEPISA continues to grow and has over two hundred individual members on its mailing list
from educational institutions in China, Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, the Philippines, South
Korea, Thailand and Vietnam.

Kevin Laws
Lesley Harbon
Christabel Wescombe

Sydney, July 2016



A Developing Community of Practice within DEPISA: What Can We Claim
So Far?

Lesley Harbon
University of Technology Sydney, Australia
lesley.harbon@uts.edu.au

Abstract

It is claimed that our DEPISA (Developing Educational Professionals in Southeast Asia) group
is a community of practice (Wenger, 1998) that has positively impacted a number of
scholars in the region who, in turn, have been empowered to assist other colleagues’
development in wider professional, academic networks (Laws, Harbon & Wescombe, 2013).

The community of practice that began as a smaller group of teacher education academics in
2009/2010 has grown over a six year period to include many more professionals from a wide
variety of academic disciplines, who are also keen to professionally develop and extend
themselves. Whether or not this professional academic development in DEPISA members
would have occurred without the input of DEPISA activities can never be tested. Yet we
would do well to examine the intricacies of claims of transformation (Watson, 2013a; 2013b)
associated with this higher education activity we have called DEPISA.

This paper will pose questions and suggest answers in regard to higher education
transforming academic lives. Examined, following Watson’s (2013a, 2013b) frame, will be
the authors’ consideration of notions such as personal development, social and political
engagement, technical competence, professional acculturation, and networking and the
perceived role of DEPISA within the transformation process.

Introduction

It is claimed that our Developing Educational Professionals in Southeast Asia (hereafter
DEPISA) group is a community of practice (Wenger, 1998) that has positively impacted a
number of educational professionals who in turn have been empowered to develop their
own networks of colleagues in wider professional, academic contexts (Laws, Harbon &
Wescombe, 2013). There are many such communities of practice in all disciplines in higher
education contexts throughout the world. Many of us claim membership of more than one
of these communities of practice because our scholarly activity crosses the boundaries of a
number of disciplines and sub-disciplines.

We are introduced to these communities of practice in a variety of ways. Some of us get to
know these professional communities through word-of-mouth and recommendations about
membership from our colleagues. Others of us read information about the products of these
communities’ scholarly activities such as conferences and journal publications. In higher
education contexts throughout the world today it is perhaps the case that scholars are very
willing to join these communities as the link to professional learning and career development
is significant.

The DEPISA community of practice that began as a smaller group of teacher education
academics in 2009/2010, has now grown over a six year period to include many more
professionals from a wide variety of academic disciplines who are demonstrably keen to



professionally develop and progress their careers.

Whether or not professional academic development in DEPISA members would have
occurred without the input of DEPISA activities can never be tested. Yet we would do well
to examine the intricacies of claims of ‘value creation’ (Wenger, Trayner & de Laat, 2011)
and ‘transformation’ (Watson, 2013a; 2013b) associated with this higher education activity
we have called DEPISA.

In this paper | first trace DEPISA’s timeline relying heavily on the work of my colleague,
Kevin Laws (2014), whose passion for the establishing the DEPISA community of practice
has been evident from the start. Second following Wenger et al.’s frame (2011) | examine
how we might view the value creation involved in what we have achieved with DEPISA.
Then with Watson’s (2013a; 2013b) frame, | examine notions such as personal
development, social and political engagement, technical competence, professional
acculturation, and networking and the perceived role of DEPISA within the transformation
process.

In my final remarks | pose many questions and suggest a number of answers in regard to
higher education transforming academic lives. This is due to my belief that what is
essentially involved here is the ephemeral nature of life transformation, which is larger in
scope than is possible to consider in this paper.

DEPISA timeline

According to Laws (2014, pp. 1-3), the group we now know as DEPISA began under a
different name in 2009, with two Sydney academic staff members embedding plans for a
future activity via a grant application — a first five-nation workshop in Sydney, Australia — in
November 2010.

Australian Government funds were sourced for the participants to gather for the first time,
and friendships and professional collaborations began in earnest. Subsequently meetings of
the group have been held in: Can Tho city, Vietnam (June 2011, December 2013); Jakarta,
Indonesia (December 2012, December 2014); Vientiane, Laos (June 2012); Suratthani,
Thailand (December 2011, June 2014); Phranakhon, Thailand (June 2013); Nakhon Pathom,
Thailand (June 2015) and Nakhon Si Thammarat, Thailand (July 2016).

Although attempts have been made to secure funds from central sources such as ASEAN, the
individual participants now self-fund their participation.

Community of practice?

Laws (2014) argues that we label DEPISA a ‘community of practice’ (Wenger, 1998). A
community of practice involves ‘mutual engagement around a joint enterprise... for the
creation of knowledge’ (Wenger, 1998, p. 214). Certainly, the group met together for the
first time with a common concern about teacher continuing professional development. Soon
this developed to suit a wider group, one concerned with developing all educational
professionals. In this line of argument we would have to acknowledge that DEPISA is a
‘community of practice’.

We originated from, and now participate in DEPISA activities in, different geographical
locations (ASEAN nations plus Australia). At first we were university teacher educators and
school teachers. We now more broadly represent professional activity in wider contexts than
universities and schools (see Laws, 2014). Our participation in the two key DEPISA
activities — the bi-annual meeting or the annual Monograph publication — varies, due to



personal schedules for attendance, as well as to the question of whether our scholarly
writings are ready to be published.

Yet it has to be said that we are a ‘community’ and we are concerned about the ‘practice’ in
our work. Although not explicitly set in a formalised, ratified constitution as yet, we agree
at each meeting that we are concerned with moving our practice forward. Our ‘social
learning activities such as sharing information, tips and documents, learning from each
other’s experience, helping each other with challenges, creating knowledge together,
keeping up with the field, stimulating change, and offering new types of professional
development opportunities’ (Wenger et al., 2011, p. 7), indicate we are in the business of
‘value creation’.

Value creation

Those activities listed above, seen by Wenger et al. (2011) as ‘value creation’ activities, do
not represent an exhaustive list. | would, for example, take the example from our own
DEPISA, and state that other activities for the list are regular formalised meetings and
collaborative publication production. Examples from other communities of practice to
which | belong include scholarship funding for research, short-term international programs,
mentoring, leadership opportunities as well as opportunities to move into executive
administrative and governance roles in the organisation.

The chief reminder in Wenger et al.’s (2011) value creation framework, is, however, about
the importance of tracking and monitoring data about the community of practice’s
activities. Data collected can be analysed by the community itself, and by other
communities needing to move forward themselves. As is suggested by Laws (2014), the
individuals making up the community would best document their personal and collective
stories to assist the narrative building for value creation (Wenger et al., 2011, p. 8). This
builds strength, conviction and self-understanding among members of a community,
stabilising and affirming the community.

After those personal and collective stories are captured, and the value documented, any
change or ‘transformation’ (Watson, 2013a; 2013b) can be observed and tracked. It is
expected that communities moving forward will encounter change: what is important is
how they embrace the change characterised by uncertain times.

Transformation

In a similar train of thought to Wenger et al.’s (2011) value creation, Professor Sir David
Watson wrote on the notion of higher education in general having the potential to
change/transform lives (Watson, 2013a; 2013b).

Claims of what higher education is, and does, for students include these notions:

set ... around conscience ..., the second around character as formed through 'liberal’ higher
education; the third combines calling, competence, and craft as in the zones of professional
and vocational higher education; the fourth involves citizenship as in respective obligations
to civil society, the state and global responsibilities; and the final set introduces capability,
or the role of higher education in inculcating life- skills, including employability.

(Watson, 2013b, p. 1).



Improvements to a person’s life through their involvement in communities of practice in
higher education settings can occur relating to belief, to character, and ‘by giving you
marketable abilities, by making you a better member of the community, or simply by being
capable of operating more effectively in the contemporary world’ (Watson, 2013b, p. 2).
Watson concludes, ‘in this way, higher education’s purposes come together in terms of self-
creation and the authentic life, the habit of thinking deeply, and the capacity to connect with
others empathically’. Life changing experiences provided by what can be encountered
through higher education’s communities of practice are even further enhanced if the
individual and collective learning occurs in these social situations.

Among other notions, Watson’s (2013a; 2013b) framing of the transformative aspects of
participation in the activities of communities of practice, include the aspects of what
personal development can occur, what social and political engagement_can occur, what
technical competence can result, what professional acculturation might result, and what
networking is involved. A closer examination of these aspects is now presented, each in
turn, before final comments about the claims we might make and the questions we still
must ask, about DEPISA as a community of practice, transforming and moving
professionals forward.

Personal development: Frame aspect no. 1

Watson’s (2013a; 2013b) frame conceptualising the relationship between higher education
and personal development, | believe, is very relevant to what we intend from DEPISA.
Officially we know that DEPISA activities, chiefly the bi-annual paper presentations at our
meetings, and submitting to the annual monograph publication, have allowed individuals to
both participate in higher education academic processes, as well as develop their personal
traits and skills. Anecdotally | have observed DEPISA community members demonstrating
they have learned to interact in new ways, for example, communicating in a more
forthright manner in order to be heard, or communicating in a softer fashion to ‘fit in’ with
the refined manner of new friends. | have watched from the sidelines as new DEPISA
members try to work out how to read the humour in cross-cultural situations. | have heard
DEPISA members as they have argued for inclusions in our future constitution.

As DEPISA is about people interacting with people — about people making meaning with
other people — personal behaviours are at the forefront of what we do. It is not surprising to
realise, then, that Watson (2013a; 2013b) claims that our personal side is developed in such
communities of practice as DEPISA.

Social and political engagement: Frame aspect no. 2

There is also evidence that our DEPISA community of practice has engaged our
participants/attendees socially and politically. By social we might mean that
participants/writers/attendees have become involved in electronic communications, passed
the time of day with each other, expressed greetings of all sorts with each other, tried out
each others’ languages. By political we do not necessarily mean party-politics,
electioneering or government-related activity. Instead the political activity that has been a
part of the DEPISA community’s activity has included negotiating permissions, obtaining
information, applying for competitive funding to travel to DEPISA meetings, advocating
for something or someone, arguing a particular case. Such a higher education activity as
DEPISA, then, focuses on the social and political engagement in which all of our
participants might thrive and grow.



Technical competence: Frame aspect no. 3

For many DEPISA community members, participating in DEPISA activities has involved
them learning the technical competencies required to prove their competence to participate.
DEPISA community members take part chiefly in our two annual activities: that is, first,
presenting research papers at one or both of our two annual meetings, or second, preparing a
chapter which is submitted for inclusion in our annual monograph. Such participation in
those two specific activities and the more technical skills involved is not insignificant.

In Monograph no. 1, 32 authors either had sole or joint-authored chapters published. In
Monograph no. 2, 29 authors either had sole or joint-authored chapters published. In
Monograph no. 3, 22 authors had sole or joint-authored chapters published.

Many more of our members have listened to colleagues’ papers at our meetings, and read
the published versions of our research. This too requires a set of technical academic skills
to be operationalised: we read (surface/skim reading or deep/comprehensive reading); we
synthesise; we judge; we evaluate; we respond with our own verbal questioning or written
texts. Such technical skills and behaviours are modeled, learned and refined in our
DEPISA community of practice.

Professional acculturation: Frame aspect no. 4

Each DEPISA meeting is held in turn in either Australia, Indonesia, Thailand, Laos or
Vietnam. To keep costs for participants affordable, the meetings have mostly been held in
Vietnam or Thailand. The rich programs offered by the hospitable hosts take on local cultural
flavours, not only due to the different languages being spoken and the different foods prepared
for sharing at mealtimes, but also due to the programs taking on either the formality or
informality of process and diplomacy of each host country. At the first meeting in Sydney,
Australia, we first learned to acknowledge the traditional owners of the land prior to making
presentations. After our paper deliveries in Thailand we learned to hold our hands in prayer-
like formation as we say Sawadee [greeting or farewell]. In Indonesia we have learned in
Indonesia to apologise for any shortcomings prior to offering up our academic work.

Importantly as members of our DEPISA community of practice | believe we have taught each
other to be valuable critical friends, engaging with our colleagues’ scholarly ideas, and
providing questions and feedback according to scholarly methods.

We can name all of these local and more global practices mentioned above as academic
activity that we practice — and learn to practice — through processes of being together and
professional acculturation. We have an international set of ‘global’ academic traditions and
professional nuances. Then there are the ‘localised’ traditions over layed on top. We may
perhaps be able to call ourselves ‘global’ as we professionally acculturate into the DEPISA
community of practice.

Networking: Frame aspect no. 5

Related to both the personal development and social engagement frames is the networking
aspect of Watson’s (2013a; 2013b) frame: that is, the communications and interactions
between two, four, and more of our community members in our home contexts, as well as
the communities we visit. We might, for example, have met one set of new colleagues at the
first DEPISA. In turn, we met a next set of colleagues and their colleagues at the following
DEPISA. After that, we keep meeting and networking with the next and next sets of
colleagues. Before we know it, DEPISA’s community of practice is a complex series of
networks. (As an aside, | recall at a Bangkok DEPISA meeting standing between three



young academic women: one who had completed her doctorate under my supervision in
Sydney in 2007; one who was then being supervised by me in Sydney; and the third who
was applying to study for her doctoral project under my supervision next year. | fondly
called them ‘my past, my present and my future’!) Multiply this kind of networking over
and over, between one hundred or more people, and what results is a large, interrelated
complex network, with common threads of interest in moving their scholarly activities
forward for the greater good.

The perceived role of DEPISA within the transformation process: What exactly can we
claim?

The comments in the sections above have argued that the DEPISA community of practice is
about ‘value creation” (Wenger et al., 2011) and life transformation (Watson, 2013a; 2013b).
DEPISA, we can claim, is a vital and valuable set of scholarly activities for its members.

DEPISA is, whether we have realised it yet or not, in the business of value creation
(Wenger et al., 2011), and transformation will take us forward as we continue to develop
as educational professionals.

Claiming more than that, however, is risky. Questions about what is next for DEPISA
involve notions of sustainability, formal incorporation and competition.

e How can we continue to sustain the level of activity involving our bi-annual
meetings and our monograph publication?

e Who is able to spend the time and energy to move the community forward
through formal incorporation processes, which in turn involves budget
considerations.

e How do we, and who will, advocate for DEPISA in a higher education climate
where such communities of practice appear in competition with each other for
members’ attention and participation?

| believe we can now only truly rely on our personal and collective narratives, as Laws
(2014) suggested, to push forward through uncertain times, allowing those narratives to feed
and sustain our passion for a scholarly activity that we know has made a difference to us all.
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Reflection and Learning though Action

Kevin Laws
University of Sydney
kevin.laws@sydney.edu.au

By three methods we may learn wisdom: First, by reflection, which is the noblest; Second, by
imitation, which is the easiest; Third, by experience, which is the bitterest.

Confucius
We do not learn from experience ... we learn from reflecting on experience.
John Dewey

Abstract

Since its establishment in 2010 DEPISA has been involved in the professional development
of educational professionals in universities, colleges and schools throughout Southeast Asia
and nearby countries. Its main activity has been to encourage members to research their own
practice with the aim of improving their own understanding, and their students’ and
colleagues’ learning. This has been done through Action Research projects, or what I call
Learning though Action.

During DEPISA’s existence four monographs containing over sixty papers by members have
been published. I, with the help of my two Sydney-based colleagues, have read and edited all
of these papers so they might be shared with all DEPISA members. As well, we have read
and edited many more abstracts of research that members have submitted to present at
DEPISA meetings. It is very gratifying to observe how members who have contributed
regularly have gained in confidence, attempted new approaches to research and teaching and
been prepared to share their experiences with other members.

This experience has led me to reflect upon the abstracts and papers we have read. | have
become aware of an issue that has been lacking in many papers, the issue of reflection. In
many approaches Action Research is seen as a cyclical process involving four stages: plan,
act, observe, and reflect. In the Learning though Action process reflection is a key element. In
this paper | will outline my approach to Learning though Action, investigate what might be
involved in reflection, and advocate how and when reflection might be expected to occur.

DEPISA and learning

DEPISA is a professional learning community network with an approach to learning based
upon Etienne Wenger’s social theory of learning (1998, 2010). Wenger argues that a central
aspect of human learning is based on the fact that we are social beings. He believes that
knowledge is a matter of competence with respect to aspects of living and being that are
important to humans, and that learning is produced through humans’ experience of the world
and their ability to meaningfully engage with it. He identifies four components in this
approach to ‘learning as social participation’: ‘learning as experience’ through which
individuals develop personal meaning, ‘learning as becoming’ through which individuals
develop an identity, ‘learning as belonging’ to a community, and ‘learning as doing’ and in
doing so develop knowledge and improve practices. Each of these components has formed
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part of the approach adopted in DEPISA to facilitate the learning of the participants involved
in the on-going project.

The overarching objective of DEPISA is to provide support to university and school teachers
in their professional life within the fields of teaching and learning, and in administrative
practices which support effective learning and teaching. It also aims to develop individual
skills and knowledge in order to change teaching practice and help members prepare for
educational reforms. In undertaking these tasks DEPISA contributes to the quality of
education in members’ schools and universities by developing sustainable and context-
specific models of professional development through the provision of professional learning
opportunities for members.

The approach to professional development adopted by DEPISA is to provide encouragement,
opportunities and support for members to undertake Learning though Action projects, and to
share the results of their research and the processes they adopted through presentations at
annual meetings and in the monographs produced. Learning though Action is concerned with
the acquisition of practical knowledge, empowerment through participation, collaboration
through participation, and to some extent, social change.

Action Research is a term that is widely used in educational and community settings. It is
considered to be a cyclical process in which some specified actions are followed by
reflection. It is claimed that Action Learning can promote change in practice and greater
understanding at the same time. Action Learning is more often applied to organisational
settings, such as corporations and government bodies. Action Learning is usually undertaken
in a group with group members coming together at reasonably frequent intervals and to share
their thoughts and practices (i.e. their learning) with each other with the intention of
improving their overall performance. The idea behind Action Learning is that the learning is
based upon actual experiences in the workplace.

In thinking about Learning though Action it is useful to consider the three modes of Action
Research outlined by Grundy (1982) and apply them to the DEPISA model. Grundy
distinguished between technical, practical and emancipatory modes of action.

The aim of the technical approach was to make practice more efficient. Usually this means
that an outsider, who was considered an expert, would provide the technical expertise to
practitioners who would apply it to their context. This leads to practitioners placing emphasis
upon the product (e.g. the outcomes of the implementation of a new teaching or learning
strategy) (Leitch & Day, 2000, p. 183) and having less opportunity to develop their own
capacity to reflect in or on practice. In the papers published in the monographs there are a
number which fall into the category of a technical mode of action. However, in a number of
instances it is the DEPISA member who is providing the technical expertise to others who
implement the practice. In most of these instances the ‘expert’ has encouraged those with
whom they are working to join them in reflection.

In the second mode, the practical mode, the improvement of practice was achieved through
the practical judgements and personal experiences of the practitioners. This mode emphasises
both the process as well as the end product of the inquiry. This approach is likely to assist
practitioners to develop a reflective approach, and identify issues appropriate to their
professional context (Leitch & Day, 2000, p. 183). Many monograph papers fit into the
practical mode with individual members and groups investigating their own practice. The
groups involved in these papers illustrate the benefits of collaborative work when reflecting
upon the process and the product of their research.



The third mode, the emancipatory mode, has as its purpose ‘the emancipation of participants
in the action from the dictates of compulsions of tradition, precedent, habit, coercion as well
as from self-deception’ (Grundy, 1982, p. 358). Such an approach adds another stage to the
original four stage Action Research model, so that critiquing joins planning, acting,
observing, reflecting to the contexts of teaching and learning (Leitch & Day, 2000, p. 185).
Critique questions the acceptance of instrumental approaches to the improvement of teaching
and learning currently regaining favour among educational authorities in many parts of the
world.

The Learning though Action process

The model of Learning though Action process I initially proposed in 2013 (Laws et al., 2013)
now has been modified to consist of the following elements, although the purpose of the
process remains the researching of practice.

Identifying an issue

Preparing for action

Implementing the plan and gathering data
Interpreting data

Acting on evidence

Evaluating results

Reflecting on the process

Sharing

In the following sections each element is briefly discussed.

Identifying an issue

All educators and educational managers experience times of frustration in their work when
what has been done in the past does not seem to address the issue confronting them anew.
Such an issue arising from some aspect of every day work is most appropriate for a Learning
though Action project. Possibly the issue involves the teaching and learning process, but it
may also relate to administrative or organisational activities. This means you should select an
issue upon which you can act. You must be able to implement some action which you think
will result in an improvement in your practice.

e What should the main focus be of Learning though Action undertaken in educational
settings?
These could be summarised as:
o Teaching practices
o Learning strategies
o Organisation and administrative processes aimed at supporting teaching and
learning

Preparing for action

Before actually undertaking some action in an attempt to improve the situation you should
investigate what others have found out about the issue you wish to act upon. This most likely
will involve a search of previous studies utilising databases and reputable journals reporting
empirical studies. This phase may suggest to you a number of different ways in which you
can investigate the issue you have selected.
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Implementing the plan and gathering data

Once you have selected an issue and undertaken some reading related to it you should
consider the following:

e What information is most appropriate to the issue and the question?
e Isthe information easy to collect?
e Are there information sources already available?

There are many different ways in which data may be generated: interviews, journals, diaries,
field notes, photos, videos, questionnaires, surveys, anecdotal records, checklists, case
studies, minutes of meetings, student records, including test results, samples of student work,
pre-test/post-test.

Interpreting data

Some data may be quantifiable, as in the case of test results, surveys and some data from
questionnaires. Various statistical procedures can be used to assist in the analysis of these
types of data.

Other data (e.g. opinions, attitudes, checklists) may be summarised in tabular form. If you use
qualitative data collected through interviews, samples of student work, checklists, photos,
anecdotal records, field notes, diaries or journals the first step in analysis is to identify major
recurring themes.

However, it is important to remember the words of the sociologist William Bruce Cameron

‘Not everything that counts can be counted, and not everything that can be counted counts’
(quoted in Patton, 2015, p. 14).

Evaluating results

The important step of evaluating the effects of the new or changed practice now should take
place to determine whether a change has occurred. In reflecting upon the performance of
actions implemented through a Learning though Action process we need to be sure that it was
a particular action that actually brought about a change in performance. If you are convinced
that there is evidence to support the contention that the implemented action resulted in a
worthwhile change then it is worthwhile changing your practice.

Reflecting on the process

This is a most important aspect of the Learning though Action process, but it is often
neglected. It is important to reflect upon each of the elements in the process, and how you
undertook the project as a whole. It is recommended that reflection is best undertaken with
colleagues because this can provide a range of opinions and interpretations, and this can
overcome the problem of drawing false conclusions.

Sharing

It is important to share your findings and your reflections on the process you adopted orally,
and also in writing. This is an integral part in the DEPISA process. Sharing also can be an
important part of reflection.

What is reflection and what does it involve?

A key author on reflection, Donald Schon, wrote in 1983 that professional knowledge had
been virtually ignored because it was considered that such knowledge was not as ‘rigorous’
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as knowledge generated through traditional ‘scientific’ research. Since that time many things
have changed, including there is now an acceptance that professional knowledge is valid and
valuable. Learning though Action, Action Research and Action Learning epitomise the
importance of professional knowledge gained through experience of and actions concerning
professional practice.

Educators of teachers, nurses or those involved in other professions are encouraged to involve
their students in reflecting upon their practice. It is in this way that they learn through their
experiences. However, this paper is concerned with practitioners, including teachers,
reflecting upon their own work, teaching and learning practices.

In popular usage ‘reflection’ has been considered as reasoning, thinking, problem solving,
inquiry or reviewing.

Schon argued that reflection involved ‘diagnosis, testing and belief in human causation’
(Schon, 1983). By this he meant that diagnosis involved making sense of a professional
situation through integrating professional knowledge, past experiences, the specific setting or
context, and the people involved. Once the diagnosis has been made the reflective
practitioner ‘experiments’ to test possible solutions, and then have sufficient courage to act
by implementing the ‘solution’.

Schon identified two varieties of reflection: ‘reflection-in-action’ and ‘reflection-on-action.

Reflection-in-action ‘acknowledges the tacit processes of thinking which accompany doing,
and which constantly interact and modify practice in such a way that learning takes place’
(1983, p. 68). He considers reflection-in-action as the ‘artistry’ that good teachers sometimes
display in their everyday work (1987). In his 1987 presentation to the American Educational
Research Association he said:

Reflection-in-action is tacit and spontaneous and often delivered without taking
thought, and it is not a particularly intellectual activity. And yet it involves making
new sense of surprises, turning the thought back on itself to think in new ways about
phenomena and about how we think about these phenomena.

The second type of reflection, ‘reflection-on-action’, involved ‘teachers’ thoughtful
consideration and retrospective analysis of their performance in order to gain knowledge
from experience’. Whereas reflection-in-action involves the practitioner rethinking and
redesigning what was planned while they are actually doing it, reflection-on-action involves
turning information into knowledge through a process which occurs after the action has been
completed. This may involve spending time thinking about why we reacted in a particular
way to what was happening at a particular time. Through this process questions and ideas
about our activities and practice are formed (Smith, 1999).

Schon also spoke about ‘reflection-on-reflection-in-action’ which he identified as an
intellectual business, which requires verbalization and symbolization (1987). Through this
type of reflection experienced practitioners reflect afterwards upon the instantaneous thoughts
or reflections which resulted in changes made during their implementation of work practices
as they were taking place.

Boud, Keogh and Walker (1985, p. 18) saw reflection as ‘a form of response of the learner
[i.e. the professional] to experience’ involving both thoughts and feelings. Reflection was ‘an
important human activity in which people recapture their experience, think about it, mull over
it and evaluate it’ (p. 43).
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They wrote:

.. reflection in the context of learning is a generic term for those intellectual and
affective activities in which individuals engage to explore their experiences in order
to lead to new understandings and appreciation. It may take place in isolation or in
association with others.

Boud et al. 1985, p. 19.

Boud and colleagues outline ‘the outcomes of reflection may include a new way of doing
something, the clarification of an issue, the development of a skill, or the resolution of a
problem’ (p. 34). According to them reflection begins with an ‘experience’ or event. Their
concept of reflection approximates Schon’s ‘reflection-on-action’ as can be seen in their three
steps:

e Recall the salient events in the experience. These may be behaviours, ideas, or
feelings.

e Return to the experience and identify feelings associated with it. The positive feelings
and attitudes should be retained and used, and negative feelings that may cause an
obstruction should be removed or restricted, before re-evaluating the experience.

e Re-examine the experience in the light of intent and existing knowledge and in doing
so develop new perspectives, new knowledge and change in behaviour and integrate
these into an existing conceptual framework.

Suggestions to facilitate reflection

A number of different approaches to assist in the reflective have been published. The three
step approach of Boud et al. summarised above is one of these. Some others will be presented
in the following section in an attempt to assist you in your reflecting at different times during
your practice. This section concludes with an integrated approach to reflection and reflecting
developed for the Learning though Action process.

A very simple model for reflection-on-action consists of a sequence of questions:

What worked well? Why?

What did not work well? Why not?
What will I do the same next time?
What will I do differently next time?

Gibb’s (1988) model of reflection involved a six step reflective cycle based upon key
questions:

1. What happened? Give a description. [Description]

2. What were your feelings and emotional responses. [Feelings]

3. What was good? What was bad? Responses to these questions can be subjective.
[Evaluation]

4. What sense can you make of the situation? It may be necessary to consult source
material to assist in this step. [Analysis]

5. What can you conclude generally from the experience? What can you conclude
specifically about your individual response? [Conclusion]

6. What will you do differently in the future? [Action plan]
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The approaches outlined above relate to reflection-on-action, which is probably the most
researched and used form of reflection. However it is possible to think of a number different
forms of reflection which are dependent upon when the reflection occurs within the Learning
though Action process.

We might identify four forms:

Reflection-before-action.

Reflection-in-action (which is really Reflection-on-reflection-in-action).
Reflection-on-action.

Reflection-about-reflection.

These forms can then be linked with the various elements outlined in the Learning though
Action model outlined earlier.

Reflection-before-action

This form of reflection occurs when you, sometimes together with colleagues, are thinking
about an issue that may be worth investigating through a Learning though Action process.

Perhaps you are concerned about some aspect of teaching, learning or administration which
does not appear to be as effective as it should.

You may ask:

e What issues of professional practice are causing concern to you or to your
department?

e Which issues are the most important to deal with first?

e Is it possible to do anything about these issues? (If the answer is NO, do not waste
your time investigating this issue).

e What can | find out about this issue from people who have experienced a similar
issue? What did they find out? How might their context been different to my context?
How did they research the issue? Do | think this is an appropriate way for me to
research the issue?

Reflection-in-action

Reflection-in-action occurs while you are involved in the action, so it is unlikely that you can
stop what you are doing and try to reflect. Experienced practitioners invariably make
decisions while they are involved in an action (e.g. such as teaching). They might deviate
from their planned actions because of feedback from the students that is occurring while the
class is in operation. Perhaps the students are bored. Perhaps they are having difficulties
understanding what you are trying to teach them. If you are dealing with an administrative
matter there may be the possibility to reflect-in-action, but usually this is not the case. What
is usually involved in this form of reflection is Reflection-on-Reflection-in-action. In this case
it is appropriate to ask similar some questions to those in the Reflection-on-action with some
modifications:

What did | do differently to what | planned?
What happened that made me adjust my plan?
Did the adjustment work as hoped?

Will I use this changed approach next time?
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Reflection-on-action

Asking yourself, or discussing the following questions with colleagues, may assist in this
process of reflecting-on-action:

e What was planned to occur?

e What actually occurred?

e What was different between what was planned and what actually occurred?

e Why was there a difference? (There are usually multiple reasons for the difference).
e What worked? What didn’t work? Why?

e What would you do differently next time?

Reflection-about-reflection

This form of reflection can be best associated with an emancipatory mode of Learning though
Action. It may lead to a questioning of the assumptions behind a requirement set by
authorities, an approach advocated by ‘experts’, a reform which has been introduced. The
results of this form of reflection may lead to social change, but often, because many
requirements are mandated by government, educational or professional authorities, it may not
be possible to do very little about it.

However, if it is possible and appropriate, perhaps you could ask yourself the following
questions:

What reasons are there for authorities mandating these policies, reforms, approaches?
Are they appropriate for my context?

What are my assumptions about the policies, reforms, issues?

If there are difference between your assumptions and those of authorities, what, if
anything, can you do about them?

It is possible to link the elements of Learning though Action with the forms of reflection in
the following way:

Identifying an issue Reflection-before-action

Preparing for action Reflection-before-action

Implementing the plan and gathering data Reflection-in-action

Interpreting the data Reflection-on-action

Evaluating the results of the action Reflection-on-action

Reflecting upon the process Reflection-about-action

Sharing Reflection-on-action and Reflection-about-action
Conclusion

Learning though Action, Action Research and Action Learning are associated with
investigations into professional workplace practices. This paper has acknowledged the
importance of reflection in projects investigating the planning, implementation and findings
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of professionals working in the wider educational field at primary, secondary and higher
education levels.

An updated model of a Learning though Action process consisting of the following elements
has been presented: Identifying an issue; Preparing for action; Implementing the plan and
gathering data; Interpreting data; Acting on evidence; Evaluating results; Reflecting on the
process; and Sharing.

Four different forms of reflection were identified: Reflection-before-action; Reflection-in-
action; Reflection-on-action; and Reflection-about-action. Each of these forms was then
linked to one or more of the elements in the Learning though Action process.

It is now important to conduct projects to determine how appropriate it is to consider whether
the four forms of reflection actually can be identified as being different processes. If these
forms can be accepted the next step is to implement the approaches to reflection outlined to
determine whether the approaches are helpful, or need to be modified in any way. These tasks
can be the focus of future Learning though Action projects conducted by DEPISA members.
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Abstract

Micro-teaching has been introduced to the teacher education program as a compulsory course
for all of the pre-service teachers (PTs) in which they develop skills in observation, feedback
and reflection. This course provides PTs with opportunities to simultaneously experiment and
reconstruct their existing theories of effective teaching in order to adapt themselves to
practice conditions (Marland, 2007).

This paper reports the effects of approaches on developing the PTs’ skills in observation,
feedback and reflection which have been found to be lacking. Fourth-year PTs majoring in
Vietnamese Literature and Linguistics Education participated in this study. Data including
teaching videos, observation- and reflection-oriented sheets, interviews and minutes of post-
class discussions were collected for qualitative analysis.

The research findings indicated positive impacts of the newly introduced approaches on
enhancing skills in observation, feedback and reflection for PTs during micro-teaching
practice. Lessons from this research would be applicable in reforming the micro-teaching
model throughout Vietnam and elsewhere.

Background

In the framework for teacher competence approved by OECD countries (Tonya and Peter
(2012), skills in reflection, observation and feedback were put at the centre to ensure quality
teaching. It can be argued that by observing other students teaching and their own practice
(through video recordings), teachers in general and PTs in particular, will be able to identify
elements of effective teaching. In addition, it is likely that appropriately responding to other
students’ practice will help them become more confident and willing to detect their own
weaknesses. These two skills are inter-connected and act as the backbone for teachers’
professional competence. Without observation skills, teachers cannot give effective feedback
to others; while it is impossible for them to make on-going progress unless they come to
practice reflectively.

The significance of these skills poses an urgent need for training future teachers. These
factors motivated us to undertake this research in order to form skills in observation,
feedback and reflection for the fourth year student teachers during micro-teaching practice.
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Research questions
This research investigated two questions:

1. What was the effect of using the observation-oriented sheet and teaching recorded
videos on developing PTs’ observation and feedback skills?

2. What was the effect of using the reflection-oriented sheet on developing PTs’
reflective skills?

Literature review
Observation

Bandura and McClelland (1977) wrote that most of behaviours of human beings can be learnt
through modeling. Based on observations, we become aware of how a new behaviour can be
formed. Then, our subsequent behaviours and actions will be instructed by what we had
observed.

Learning through observation is a process that allows learners to perceive new behaviours
without experiencing trial-and-error learning which poses high risk of failures. Observational
learning influences cognitive thinking, and observers can learn to adjust their future
behaviours. Observational learning impacts both observers and observees.

Surgenor (2011, p. 2) regarded observation as:

A tool that enables lecturers to improve the standard of their teaching, a method of gaining
feedback to improve your teaching skills that involves discussing your teaching, particularly
areas you feel you need help with, an opportunity for two or more lecturers to learn from
each other through a process of observation.

In addition to observing peers’ teaching, teachers need to be able to observe their own
practice for reflection. ‘Good teachers are those who are able, at critical points, to distance
themselves from classroom activities, to see themselves as others see them, and to adjust their
actions accordingly’ (Adelman & Walker, 2003, p. 4). Thus, as a compulsory task of
observers, teachers are required to not only take note of what happened in classes but also
transform what they learned through observing effective practice for themselves.

There are seven key aspects teachers need to cover when observing including: variety and
pacing of instruction; presentation skills; clarity; content knowledge; instructor-student
interaction; use of technology; and discipline/program specific teaching behaviours (Central
Piedmont Community College, 2010).

In this research, observational skill was defined by a certain number of characteristics
including:
1. The understanding and ability of identifying the central focus that guided observation;
2. The ability of analysing and assessing the most relevant issues in the lessons;
3. The attempts of proposing solutions in order to improve teaching effectiveness;
4. The habit of drawing lessons for oneself.
These aspects acted as the criteria for assessing the level of PTs’ observation skills.

Feedback

Feedback exists as a taken-for granted part in all professions and practice. Nevertheless, the
nature of feedback is far more sophisticated than is usually believed. Price, Handley, Millar,
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and O'Donovan (2010) conceptualised feedback as ‘a product as well as a process; and has a
content as well as a relational dimension’.

Teaching effectively is a process of not merely conveying knowledge and information to
learners, but it is also a practice of offering feedback with a wider focus on ongoing learning
rather than assessment and marking.

To initiate a feedback process, three essential questions that both teachers and learners have
to answer are:

‘Where am I going? How am I going? and Where to next?’(Hattie & Timperley, 2007, p. 90).

Based on these three questions, the authors categorised feedback according to four different
levels: Feedback about the task; Feedback about the processing of the task; Feedback about
self-regulation; Feedback about the self as a person.

Reflection

Improving teaching practice is an ultimate goal of all dedicated and responsible teachers. To
achieve that goal, teachers are in an urgent need of becoming reflective practitioners (Cowan,
2006; Ross, Bondy, & Kyle, 1993; Schon, 1983). Reflection has been extensively applicable
in a number of professions, and thereby attracted substantial attention of scholars to capture a
comprehensible and precise perception of its nature. As defined by Dewey (1933), reflection
incorporates ‘active, persistent and careful consideration of any belief or supposed form of
knowledge in the light of the grounds that support it and the further conclusions to which it
tends’ (p. 9).

In a more recent educational setting, Marland advocated the following definition:

Reflection is the process of deliberately, systematically and rigorously examining one’s
teaching plans and actions to arrive at new ways of understanding oneself, students and
classroom events and of building more effective models of practice for enhancing student
learning (p. 109).

Van Manen (1977, cited in Marland, 2007) divided reflection into three particular levels
including: technical reflection, practical reflection and critical reflection.

At the technical level, reflection ‘focuses on the means that teachers use to achieve certain
ends or goals and is concerned with the efficiency and effectiveness of those means’ (p. 111).
Practical reflection emphasises ‘the goal (or ends) of the activity, the assumptions underlying
the practices (or means) and the actual outcomes of the activity’ (p. 111). The final level is
critical reflection with its focus on ‘ethical and moral issues to do with fairness, equity,
attention to individual needs and respects for students’ (p. 112)

In this research, the aim of reflection was to develop PTs ability to be capable of:
Determining the features to which they will attend, the order they will attempt to impose on
the situation, the directions in which they will try to change it. In this process, they identify
both the ends to be sought and the means to be employed.

(Schon, 1983, p. 165).

To achieve the above mentioned aim, the reflection-oriented sheet was designed to cover two
major areas: the focus and the productive process of reflection.

The reflection-oriented sheet included eight key points upon which to focus that were based
on the findings of Marland (2007) and Central Piedmont Community College (2010). As
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claimed by Marland (2007), when commencing their first teaching practice, PTs tend to
reflect on issues related to the effectiveness of using teaching skills that are more likely to
arrive at the technical level of reflection. Secondly, to ensure an effective process of
reflection that could occur to each PT, the reflection-oriented sheet followed Rolfe’s model of
reflection (2001) (cited in Bishop & Blake, 2007, p. 11).

This model presented a three What-question-based process including:

What? (describing the action), So what? (bridging theory and action) and Now what? (action
planning).

In general, the reflective skill of the PTs was investigated from five bases:

1. Using the instructions in reflection-oriented sheets to self-observe and evaluate their
own classes;

Indicating specific examples to support their own comments;

Raising questions to trace what was effective or ineffective in their teaching;

Relating their practice to theories for in-depth analyses and explanations;

Planning for applicable adjustments and improvements.

ok w0

Objectives of micro-teaching

Micro-teaching has been perceived and implemented contextually differently in teacher
education programs. Regardless of the approach, the objectives of micro-teaching are almost
the same. Belt (1967, p. 2) indicated five objectives of micro-teaching:

1. To provide the trainee contact with the referents-teaching, role development, and
behaviour analysis.

2. To provide the trainee with teaching practice in a controlled situation.

To provide the trainee with immediate feedback on his performance.

4. To provide the trainee with an opportunity to observe himself in action in a teaching
situation and to discuss his observations with a supervisor and with the pupils he has
taught.

5. To provide the trainee with an opportunity to plan for correction of specific
weaknesses and to carry out these plans in practice and re-teaching sessions in the
miniature classroom.

w

Research implementation

The micro-teaching process in this study was organised into three stages:

Stage 1: Orientation to observation, feedback and reflection skill prior to micro-teaching.
Stage 2: Teaching in small groups with video recording.

Stage 3: Whole-class discussions.

The first stage was to provide PTs with knowledge of the objectives and evaluation methods
in the micro-teaching course; skills in making lesson plans, using smart phones to record,;
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skills in observing and completing the observation and reflection oriented sheets, and
feedback skills.

In the second stage, PTs undertook micro-teaching and recorded their classes in small groups
of 10-15 students. All of the recorded videos were shared with the whole class via Google.
PTs were required to view all videos and complete either the observation-oriented sheets for
their peers’ sessions or the reflection-oriented sheets for their own practice.

The third stage occurred one week later when video clips had been shared.

In post-class discussions, PTs gave comments on their teaching before others’ feedback.
Then, teacher educators (TEs) raised questions to encourage more reflection from the whole
class. After discussions, PTs adjusted their lesson plans, and then the cycle was repeated for a
second and third stage.

Data collection

The participants in this research were fourth-year PTs divided into three separate micro-
teaching groups together with their instructors. These PTs were encoded as Al, A2, B1, B2,
C1 and C2, instructed by three TE A, B and C respectively.

Source of data collection Total number
Videos 70
Teaching plans 17
Minutes of post-class discussions 84
Observation oriented sheets 199
Reflection oriented sheets 12
Interviews 12 (before and after the experiment)

Data analysis

Changes in the PTs’ observation skills

When observing classes, almost all of the six PTs set up the criteria to assess the success in
the observed teachers’ performance. The data extracted from the observation sheets presented
four most frequently observed foci in the order of importance: effectiveness of using
questions; effectiveness of group discussions; interaction between teachers and students; and
verbal and nonverbal communication skills.

As standards for effective questions, PT Al, B2 and C1 were interested in the supports of
questions for ‘developing students’ cognitive ability, interactive learning and learning by
themselves’ while B1 and C2 concentrated more on ‘the role of questions in accommodating
students to learning by discovery’ and ‘how to ask questions that fit with students’
competence’.

In terms of group discussions, this activity scrutinised the following: ‘stimulating students’
thinking, exploring knowledge and increasing teamwork skills’ (PT Al, B2 and C2), ‘the
appropriate seating arrangements that teachers organised’ (PT B1), as well as ‘promoting
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students’ creativity, providing opportunities for students to interact and exchange ideas with
others’ (PT B2).

With regard to teachers’ communication skills, PTs identified that ‘lecturing is a very
important skill to attract students’ attention and engagement’ (PT B2), ‘good lecturing needs
to be brief and coherent’ (PT C2), and ‘the use of exact words’ (PT Al).

At the same time, the observers also established the standards for teachers’ communication
with students. For instance, teachers were expected to ‘communicate with students
instinctively, keep eye contacts and rephrase the lessons in a creative and amusing way’ (PT
C1), ‘display a sense of humour that brings an atmosphere of relaxation and fantasy to the
whole class’ (PT B1).

As a result of the focused observation, the PTs performed the targeted ability of detecting the
most relevant areas that needed to be taken into consideration for further improvements.
When observing peers’ teaching practice, the observers simultaneously worked as both
teachers and students who were searching for concrete evidence for feedback. The
observation sheet of PT A2 noted that:

The observed teacher only asked the students to discuss in groups to identify and correct
mistakes in the given examples without any request for clarification. Consequently, the
students could deal with mistakes separately, but they became far from generalising
theoretical lessons for other similar situations.

PT A2 in the example above illustrated a systematic analysis based on the theory of the
knowledge acquisition process from specific phenomenon to generalised concepts before
assessing the scale of her peer’s teaching effectiveness.

As the observers, the PTs considered their purpose was to not only trace the shortcomings but
also arrive at solutions in order to assist their peers in making their practice improve as well
as deducing practical lessons for themselves. The following can be seen as convincing
evidence for such a multi-purpose practice of observation:

‘Teachers need to identify the lesson objectives prior to their teaching, and regularly check to
ensure that these will be turned into practice. They should also make the purpose of group
discussions specified and allocate appropriate time for each discussion.’

(Observation sheet, PT A2).
The data from the in-depth interviews was relatively similar to the findings addressed above.

When answering the question of ‘During and after observing and viewing video clips, what
concerned you most?” all of the six PTs confirmed they highly valued ‘skills in raising
questions and organising group discussions’. It was also noticeable that half of them stated
they became aware of connecting what they had learned in theory to the reality of the
classroom.

This finding strongly supported what had been stated as the top priorities of their observation.
Moreover, six PTs agreed that the observation oriented sheets acted as a supporting means for
identifying the most noteworthy issues in classes on which they were requires to provide
feedback. More particular, PT C1 shared that ‘Observation oriented sheets helped me identify
the criterion for observing classes’ while PT C2 highlighted ‘Observation oriented sheets
instructed the observers to create new and creative teaching methods’. It was noticeable that
video recording and viewing supported PTs in covering essential aspects that they possibly
missed during observation.
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In this study, feedback skills of PTs were assessed in three categories:

1. Giving direct feedback with the focus on relevant issues of teaching effectiveness;

2. Effectively using the PMI feedback strategy that starts with strengths followed by
weaknesses and ends with the most interesting point;

3. Utilising reflection-oriented feedback for seeking solutions.

After experiencing the process of micro-teaching practice, the PTs arrived at a higher level of
awareness of the post-class discussions. Interviewing these PTs after the experiment revealed
that two thirds of them considered feedback as ‘a fantastic opportunity for both the givers and
receivers to learn teaching methods, communication skills and how to respect others’ whereas
prior to the experiment, the same figure presumed that only the receivers could benefit from
feedback. Such a development in the PTs’ perception towards feedback resulted in their focus
of attention and practice. All of the six student participants claimed that they relied on notes
contained in their observation sheets to offer feedback on their peers’ classes as ‘the
observation sheets included the most relevant issues to be concerned’ (PT A2).

The feedback of all participants generally concentrated on three areas including: questions;
group discussions; and the interaction between teachers and students.

Specifically, the most frequent feedback focused on questions of the teachers. For instance,
‘That was a well-designed system of questions developing students’ cognitive ability’, PT C2
commented. This reflects that PT C2 linked the theory of using questions to examine the
quality of questions raised in the observed teacher’s practice.

Besides feedback on questions, another concern addressed focused on group work
organisation skills. “You should not give so many tasks in one group discussion’ and ‘Instead
of that, there should be more detailed instructions to students’ commented by PT C1 and B2
respectively.

The in-depth interviews with six PT participants revealed that they held different perspectives
on the focus of each lesson and therefore gained different priorities in their feedback on their
peers’ practice. In a whole picture, the focus of their feedback was consistent with that of the
suggested areas in the observation sheet with two dominated areas involving the content of
the lesson and pedagogical knowledge and skills of the observed teachers.

The most frequent mode of feedback employed by all PT participants was direct comments.
All of them strictly followed the rule of focusing on what had occurred in classes rather than
on the personality of the observees. In addition, the PTs offered feedback in an indirect way
by using questions to stimulate the receivers’ reflections. In terms of quantity, reflection-
guided questions were far less popular than the direct form of feedback.

Among six PTs, C1 and C2 applied most frequently the indirect approach into giving
feedback. In the case of PT C1, several models of questions were ‘What purpose of your
teaching method was?’, ‘That was an effective way of teaching, isn’t that?’, ‘“Whether we
should do’, ‘Do you have any more thinking about your teaching?’. Noticeably, the
interviews with six PTs revealed a corresponding result of popularity between the direct and
indirect feedbacks.

The direct feedback received the strongest support by half of the PTs as it was ‘much more
obvious’ (PT C2) and ‘more instructional to the feedback receivers’ (PT B2). Only two of
them agreed that the indirect feedback should be used w